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This master’s thesis deals with the comparison of politeness strategies used in English 
and Serbian/Montenegrin for realizing the speech acts of request and apology in e-mails and 
text messages. Quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted to identify similarities 
and differences between the two languages in the realization of requests and apologies in 
various situational contexts. Multiple-Choice Discourse Completion Task (MDCT) has been 
completed by 53 English and 53 Serbian/Montenegrin native speakers. The questionnaire 
includes three request and three apology situations, each situation being controlled by 
variables social power and level of imposition in order to determine their influence on the 
choice of a politeness strategy. 
The results indicate that there are more similarities than differences between English 
and Serbian/Montenegrin speech communities and their perception of politeness. Both groups 
predominantly use the combination of positive and negative politeness, while the direct (on-
bold) and indirect strategies are generally avoided.  
 
Key words: politeness, speech acts, apology, request, social power, level of imposition, e-
mail, text message 
 
 
VLJUDNOSTNE STRATEGIJE V PISNI KORESPONDENCI (E-POŠTA IN SMS 





Magistrska naloga primerja vljudnostne strategije angleščine in srbščine/črnogorščine, 
v pisni korespondenci. Natančneje, obravnava uporabo govornih dejanj uporabljenih za 
opravičila in prošenje v e-pošti in sms sporočilih v obeh jezikih. Z  kvantitativno in 
kvalitativno analizo smo  prepoznali razlike in podobnosti med obema jezikoma ter realizacijo 
 
 
prošenj in opravičil v različnih situacijskih vsebinah. Naloge z več izbirami je izpolnilo 53 
angleških in 53 srbsko/črnogorsko maternih govorcev. V vprašalniku so vključeni trije 
situacijski primeri prošenj in trije opravičil. V vsakem primeru je situacija nadzorovana s 
spremenljivkama socialna moč in stopnja vsiljevanja z namenom določitve velikosti njunega 
vpliva na izbiro vljudnostne strategije. 
Rezultat razprave pokaže več podobnosti kot razlik med govornima skupnostma in 
med njunima pogledoma na vljudnost. Obe skupnosti pretežno uporabljajo kombinacijo 
pozitivne in negativne vljudnosti, medtem ko se neposredne in posredne strategije večinoma 
izogibajo. 
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This thesis investigates the realization of politeness strategies in the speech acts of 
requests and apologies in English and Serbian/Montenegrin. As previous research on 
politeness in these languages mostly concentrates on spoken communication (Milosavljević, 
2007; Mrdak-Mićović, 2014; Popović, 2017), I have decided to focus on written discourse, in 
specific e-mails and text messages. In general, more attention has been given to face-to-face 
situations when it comes to the analysis of politeness strategies. However, in recent years, 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) such as e-mails and instant messaging has slowly 
been replacing face-to-face interaction and changing the way we use language. Crystal (2006) 
argues that the Internet has contributed to the expansion of language variety and creativity. 
Therefore, interest in this new medium of communication has sparked the interest of many 
researchers, who believe that this form of written communication has conventions that belong 
neither to written nor spoken language. Sussman and Sproull (1999), Duthler (2006), 
Biesenbach-Lucas (2007), Karimkhanlooei and Vaezi (2017) belong to the group of 
researchers whose work is focused on the analysis of the politeness strategies used in written 
communication by either native or non-native English speakers. 
 The question of linguistic politeness has been very prominent in sociolinguistics and 
pragmatics in the last thirty years. The Politeness Model of Penelope Brown and Steven 
Levinson 1978/1987 was a milestone in this field of research. Their model later served as a 
basis for other researchers (Leech, 1983; Blum-Kulka, 1989; Fukushima, 2003; Watts, 2003; 
Popović, 2017, and others) who either built their own politeness theories following Brown 
and Levinson or heavily criticized them (Gu, 1990; Wierzbicka, 2003). Despite the heavy 
criticism, this model is still valid for cross-cultural comparison (Fukushima, 2003: 19). As 
Brown and Levinson’s model offers a simple taxonomy and is well-founded for cross-cultural 
comparison, I have decided to build my case study around their model. 
 The main goal of the thesis is to determine whether there are any differences between 
Serbian/Montenegrin and English speech communities in their perception of politeness and 
choice of politeness strategies in a given situational context. Another goal is to investigate the 
relationship between the variables social power and level of imposition and their influence on 
the choice of a politeness strategy. Moreover, the case study also attempts to determine the 
veracity of Lakoff’s point of view that women use politer language than men, therefore, the 
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question of gender differences and politeness is also dealt with. Finally, the thesis focuses on 
the realization of politeness strategy in written correspondence – e-mail and text message – 
and it aims to determine the preferred CMC (computer-mediated communication) device in 
the two speech communities. 
 The thesis is divided into a theoretical and practical part. The first chapter provides an 
overview of the most influential Speech Act Theories, such as are Austin’s (1962) and Searle’s 
(1979) as well as Grice’s conversational implicatures (1975). The second chapter is devoted to 
politeness and the most prominent politeness theories. It explains the theoretical framework of 
Brown and Levinson (1987) which is used for the purposes of this study. The third chapter 
deals with requests and apologies, the two most polite sensitive speech acts. The following 
chapter represents the practical part and consists of the methodology, i.e. the research 
instrument used to obtain and analyze data, the participants, the results and the discussion of 
the results. The questionnaires that were distributed to both language groups 




















1. The Speech Act Theory 
 
The Speech Act Theory (SAT) was first introduced by a British philosopher John 
Langshow Austin in 1962, and further developed in 1969 by American philosopher John 
Searle. The theory stems from language philosophy, which deviates from the formal 
philosophical views and uses ordinary language in order to explain human behavior and 
analyze philosophical problems. SAT is later also approached by pragmatists and discourse 
analysts, however, in two different ways. While philosophers and pragmatists study speech 
acts in isolation and in fabricated texts, discourse analysts focus on real discourse (Simon, 
Dejica-Cartis, 2014: 234). Talking about politeness would not be possible without the 
performance of speech acts, therefore, this section is devoted to the analysis of the most 
important Speech Act Theories proposed by Austin (1962), Searle (1969), and Grice (1975). 
SAT together with Grice’s Cooperative Principle (CP) constitutes the core of many, if not all, 
politeness theories and models.  
 
1.1. Austin’s Speech Act Theory  
 
 John Langshow Austin is a British philosopher who first introduced the term speech 
act in his influential work How to Do Things with Words published in 1962, which consists of 
a series of lectures delivered by Austin at Harvard University in 1955. Not only does he 
propose the theory of speech acts, but also puts forward a systematic description of language.  
  Austin makes the basic classification of speech acts into performatives and 
constatives. Performatives are the type of utterances used not to describe a state or report on 
something, but to perform an action, hence the name performative. For example, to say “I do” 
in a wedding ceremony is not to describe someone’s doing, but to do it. Usually, with these 
types of sentences the main verb is in present simple active, while the subject is I. However, 
there are certain exceptions when the verb is in the second or third person singular or plural, 
or in passive voice. Some examples are: 
 
(1) You are fired. 
(2) Passengers are warned to check for flight cancellations.  
 
 Moreover, performatives cannot be true or false, but felicitous or infelicitous, that is, 
there are certain circumstances in which the uttered words should be appropriate. Such 
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circumstances Austin calls felicity conditions. In case they are not followed, a performative 
utterance becomes infelicitous. The felicity conditions that need to be satisfied are as follows: 
a) There must exist a certain conventional procedure with a certain conventional effect 
when the words are uttered by certain people in certain circumstances, 
b) The procedure must be executed completely and correctly, 
c) People and circumstances must be appropriate for the procedure to be established; 
they must have certain feelings, thoughts, and intentions, e.g. a person who does not 
have an authorization cannot marry two people (Austin, 1962: 14-15).  
A breach of any of the felicity conditions results in infelicities, i.e. the act performed is not 
achieved. The first two infelicities Austin refers to as misfires, while the third one is called 
abuse. Whereas in the first two cases the act is not successfully performed, in the last case the 
act is achieved, however in inappropriate circumstances, hence, it is an abuse of the 
procedure. The misfires are further divided into misinvocations (for a), and misexecutions (b).  
 Austin divides performatives based on two different criteria. First, performatives can 
be contractual (‘I bet’), or declaratory (‘I declare emergency state’) utterances (ibid., 7). 
Second, Austin distinguishes between explicit and implicit performatives. Explicit 
performatives must begin with or include an expression used in naming the act that is being 
performed, such as ‘I promise’, ‘I bet’, etc. According to Austin, explicit performatives have 
developed later than primary utterances. On the other hand, implicit performatives, also called 
primary performative, include: imperatives (‘Shut the window’), the use of adverbs and 
adverbial phrases, tone of voice, gestures, and other non-verbal actions. 
 Apart from performatives, Austin also distinguishes constatives. While performatives 
perform certain action, constatives describe or ascertain different states or objects, that is, they 
do not change the state of affairs, e.g. Today is a rainy day. Unlike performatives, which can 
be happy or unhappy, constatives can be true or false. Austin also suggests that performatives 
may not be so distinct from constatives, as the same sentence can be used on different 
occasions in both ways. 
 In saying something, we do a group of things that Austin names as follows (ibid., 108): 
1. Locutionary act is the act of saying something with a certain sense or reference, and is 
equivalent to meaning in the traditional sense, 
2. Illocutionary act is the act of making a request, offer, warning, and has a certain 
conventional force, 
3. Perlocutionary act is the effect that is left upon the hearer by saying something. 
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 Furthermore, there are five more classes of utterances, organized according to their 
illocutionary force (ibid., 150-161): 
1) verdictives: include verbs by which one gives a verdict, an estimate, reckoning, or 
appraisal, e.g. acquit, convict, estimate, rule, locate, characterize, describe, etc. An 
important distinction between verdictives and exercitives is that a verdictive is a 
judicial act, whereas an exercitive is a legislative or executive act.  
2) exercitives: present the exercising of power, right, or influence, e.g. appoint, order, 
name, sentence, pardon, repeal, veto, etc. A speaker uses one’s power and right to give 
a decision for or against a certain course of action. For example, judges can make use 
of exercitives as well as verdictives.  
3) commissives: include verbs by which a speaker commits to do something, e.g. 
promise, undertake, guarantee, engage, swear, bet, favor, etc. Also, they include 
declarations and announcement of intention. 
4) behabitives: present a miscellaneous group of verbs that is connected to attitudes and 
social behavior, e.g. apologize, thank, congratulate, welcome, bless, dare, criticize, etc.  
5) expositives: include verbs used to conduct arguments, add a comment, and clarify a 
reference, e.g. affirm, deny, state, remark, inform, testify, agree, etc. According to 
Austin, this group is the most troublesome in terms of their definition, as there are 
many cases of overlaps, marginal, and awkward cases.  
 
1.1.1. Weaknesses in Austin’s Theory 
 
 While Austin was the first one to introduce the term speech act and outline the theory 
connected to speech acts, many other philosophers found weaknesses in Austin’s theory, and 
presented their modifications of it. 
 Searle criticizes Austin’s taxonomy that consists of verdictives, exercitives, 
commissives, expositives, and behabitives, as he claims that those lists are not classifications 
of speech acts but rather of illocutionary verbs. He believes that there are at least six problems 
related to Austin’s theory, the most important of which are (Searle, 1979: 9-11): 
1. Not all verbs that Austin enumerated can be considered as illocutionary verbs. Such 
example is the verb “intend”, where the speech act is not performed by using this verb, 
but with the illocutionary verb phrase “to express an intention”.  
2. The inconsistency in the set of principles upon which the theory is build, is in Searle’s 
opinion, the most important weakness of the taxonomy. Unlike commissives, which in 
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his view is the most clearly characterized category, all others seem to lack in their 
characterization. 
3. Due to the confusion between illocutionary acts and illocutionary verbs as well as the 
unsystematic classification, a large number of the verbs finds themselves in the middle 
of categories. For example, most of the verbs that Austin listed as expositives also fit 
in the category of verdictives. 
4. Searle also finds Austin’s inclusion of completely distinct verbs within some 
categories to be troublesome. As an example, he lists the verbs “thank”, “apologize” 
amongst “thank” and “welcome” as behabitives. 
Leech, in his Principles of Pragmatics (1983), also expresses his dissatisfaction with 
the theory Austin proposed, saying that even Austin himself was confused whether there was 
indeed a distinction between constative and performative utterances, which led him to the 
conclusion that all utterances are performative. He goes on further to regard to Austin’s 
classification into ‘verdictives’, ‘exercitives’, ‘commisives’. ‘behabitives’, and ‘expositives’ 
as an example of what he called the “Illocutionary-Verb Fallacy”, because Austin assumed 
that verbs in English corresponded one-to-one with categories of speech act (Leech, 1983: 
176). Leech similarly criticizes Searle’s taxonomy, but calls it more systematic and successful 
than Austin’s.  
 
1.2. Searle’s Theory of Speech Acts 
 
 John Searle is another American philosopher best known for his work in the 
philosophy of language and speech acts. After Austin, he provides a slightly different 
classification and view on speech acts. According to Searle “speaking a language is 
performing speech acts, such as making statements, giving commands, asking questions, 
making promises, and so on” (Searle, 1970: 16). Speech act is the minimal or basic unit of 
linguistic communication. Moreover, a speech act is also called a linguistic act or language 
act. It occupies the central role in grammar, since it includes everything what is dealt with in 
semantics and pragmatics. 
 The principle of expressibility occupies an important role in the theory of speech acts. 
Searle (1979: 19) refers to it as “the principle that whatever can be meant can be said”, in a 
sense that one often means more than one says. However, the principle does not entail that 
whatever can be said can be understood by others. Searle mentions that that would exclude 
the possibility of a private language understood by the speaker only. The principle of 
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expressibility together with the speech acts suggests the existence of “a series of analytic 
connections between the notion of speech acts, what the speaker means, what the sentence 
uttered means, what the speaker intends, what the hearer understands, and what the rules 
governing the linguistic elements are” (ibid., 21). 
 When uttering a sentence, we perform at least three speech acts. Those, according to 
Searle, are: utterance acts (uttering words), propositional acts (referring and propositions), and 
illocutionary acts (stating, commanding, etc.). One can perform an utterance act without 
performing the other two speech acts (for example, when uttering words without conveying a 
certain meaning), however, propositional acts, on the other hand, cannot occur on their own, 
as it is impossible to refer or predicate without performing another illocutionary act. Speech 
acts are performed in accordance with some rules.  
 Searle claims that there are at least twelve dimensions that create differences between 
illocutionary acts, of which three are especially important (Searle, 1979: 3-5): 
1) Illocutionary point is defined as the point or purpose of an illocutionary act. It is part 
of the illocutionary force. For example, the point of an order is to get the hearer to do 
something.  
2) Direction of fit represents differences between matching words to the world and vice 
versa. It is always a consequence of the illocutionary point. Word-to-world direction of 
fit includes statements, descriptions, assertions, while world-to-word direction of fit 
includes requests, commands, promises.  
3) The psychological state of the speaker alludes that by performing any illocutionary 
act, the speaker expresses some attitude, desire, intention, etc. This holds true even in 
the case when one is insincere. Furthermore, the psychological state expressed by the 
performance of a speech act is the sincerity condition of the act. 
The illocutionary force indicator shows how the proposition is to be taken, or to put it in 
another way, what illocutionary force the utterance is going to have. Illocutionary force 
indicating devices in English include at least: word order, stress, intonation, punctuation, the 
mood of the verb and the so-called performative verbs (30). 
 The above three mentioned dimensions are what Searle used as a basis for 
constructing an alternative classification of illocutionary acts (ibid., 12-19): 
1. Assertives - speech acts with the purpose of asserting and committing the speaker to 
the truth of the expressed proposition. The class of assertives mostly consists of 
Austin’s expositives and part of his verdictives. The direction of fit is words-to-world, 
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while the psychological state is belief. In regards to politeness, this category tends to 
be neutral and belongs to the collaborative category (more about this in section 2.4.). 
2. Directives – acts with which the speaker is trying to get the hearer to do something. 
The degree of the attempts varies from very modest suggestions to strongly insisting 
to do something. The direction of fit is world-to-words, and the psychological state is 
want (wish or desire). Austin’s behabitives and many of exercitives are in this class. 
Directives belong to the competitive category of illocutionary functions in which 
politeness takes on a negative character. 
3. Declarations – the successful performance of these acts brings about changes in the 
status or condition of the referred object. This category is what Austin calls 
performatives; for example, you are married if a person who has the authorization to 
legally marry someone, e.g. a priest or a marriage officiant, performs the act of 
marrying. Unlike the previous two categories, the direction of fit is both words-to-
world and world-to-words, and there is no sincerity condition. Politeness is not 
relevant to this category, as there is no addressee in a personal sense, and the speaker 
is using language characteristic to a particular institution. 
4. Expressives – acts that express a psychological attitude or state of the speaker. 
Expressive verbs are “thank”, “apologize”, “congratulate”, “welcome”, etc. There is 
no direction of fit as the goal is not to try to get the words to match the world and vice 
versa, but to express a psychological state. Expressives tend to belong to the convivial 
category of illocutionary functions, in which politeness takes on a more positive form, 
unlike the competitive category.   
5. Commissives – acts which commit the speaker to a future action. Searle believes that 
some of the verbs that Austin listed in this category, such as “shall”, “intend”, “favor”, 
do not belong there at all. The direction of fit is world-to-word and the sincerity is 
intention. Commissives, just like expressives, mostly belong to the convivial category.  
 
1.2.1. Direct and Indirect Speech Acts 
 
 Searle makes another important distinction between direct and indirect speech acts 
(Searle, 1979: 30-57). Cases in which the speaker utters a sentence and means exactly what it 
is said are considered to be direct speech acts. These are the simplest cases of meaning which, 
in reality, occur less frequent than the cases in which the utterance and meaning of the 
sentence fall apart. Such cases include examples of hints, metaphor, irony, and more 
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importantly, when additional meaning is attached to the primary meaning of an utterance. 
Searle presents the following example: “Can you reach the salt?” which is not just a question 
but also a request for the salt. In these cases, the illocutionary force indicators perform not just 
one but two types of illocutionary act. It is also important to acknowledge that this sentence is 
primarily meant as a request.  
 To say one thing, but mean that and more than it is being said is the main problem 
posed by indirect speech acts. According to Searle, in order to explain the indirect part of 
indirect speech acts one needs to rely on the theory of speech acts, principles of cooperative 
conversation and mutually shared background information between the speaker and hearer. 
 The framework of the theory of speech acts and the principles of conversational 
cooperation helps understand indirect illocutionary acts. Searle states that “politeness is the 
most prominent motivation for indirectness in requests, and certain forms naturally tend to 
become the conventionally polite ways of making indirect requests” (ibid., 49). If true, this 
can account for differences from one language to another and the inability to maintain indirect 
speech acts potential in standard forms when translated from one language into another. In 
case of directives, politeness is the chief motivation for the indirect forms. Apart from 
directives, Searle believes that commissives provide most examples in the study of indirect 
speech acts. Another important aspect is that a sentence, in order to be used as an indirect 
speech act, has to be idiomatic in the first place.  
There are some sentences that are used in the performance of indirect speech acts, that Searle 
grouped into the following categories: 
1) Sentences concerning H’s ability to perform A: You could be quieter.  
2) Sentences concerning S’s wish or want that H will do A: I would like to go now.  
3) Sentences concerning H’s doing A: Aren’t you going to go now? 
4) Sentences concerning H’s desire or willingness to do A: Would you help me with my 
homework? 
5) Sentences concerning reasons for doing A: You should go now.  
6) Sentences embedding one of these elements inside another: I would appreciate it if 
you could make less noise.  
 
1.3. Grice’s Cooperative Principle  
 
 Paul Grice was the first one to develop the theory of conversational implicatures 
(1975). Grice realized that an utterance often conveys more meanings than the literal one of 
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the words uttered. Implicatures can be conventional and unconventional, and it is believed 
that a subclass of nonconventional implicatures that Grice calls Conversational implicatures 
presents his greatest contribution to the study of indirect speech acts. Conversational 
implicature is in a way the meaning that the addressee has to deduce from the locution 
considering the context (Renkema, Schubert, 2018: 22). The central concepts of the 
conversational implicatures are the cooperative principle and associated maxims.  
 The purport of the cooperative principle is that talk exchanges consist of a succession 
of cooperative efforts in which each participant should recognize a set of purposes and follow 
them. The general principle which participants are expected to follow is: “Make your 
conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted 
purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged” (Grice, 1975:45). For 
efficient communication, one should follow the four maxims that are in the center of the 
cooperative principle (ibid., 45-47): 
1) Maxim of quantity: Make your contribution as informative as required, not more nor 
less; 
2) Maxim of quality: Do not say what you believe is false and for which you lack 
adequate evidence; 
3) Maxim of relation: Be relevant; 
4) Maxim of manner: Avoid obscurity and ambiguity, and be brief and orderly.  
Anyone who cares about the goals that are central to communication such as giving  
and receiving information, etc. is expected to abide by the above mentioned four maxims. 
However, it is not always the case in talk exchange that participants abide by Grice’s rules so 
they can fail to fulfill maxims in the following ways: 
a) One or more maxims can be violated in ways that one can lie, give irrelevant 
information or be less or more informative than required. An example of a violation of 
the maxim of quantity (person B is being less informative than required) would be: 
A: Do you have a watch? 
B: Yes, I do.  
b) Violation of maxim which can be explained by the supposition of a clash with another 
maxim; Grice gives the following example: 
A: Where does C live? 
B: Somewhere in the South of France.  
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 The violation of the maxim of Quantity can be explained by the supposition that 
speaker B does not know where C lives, and that saying more would infringe the maxim of 
Quality. 
c) Flouting of the maxims where the hearer assumes that the specific maxim is observed 
at the level of what is implied. Grice provides the following example in which the 
Maxim of Quantity is flouted: “War is war”. Remarks such is this one is are totally 
uninformative, however, the hearer’s interpretation of it is dependent on their ability to 
explain that particular tautology.  
There are a few additional comments that Grice makes about the cooperative principle. 
First, the maxims are valid only for language that is informative. Second, the number of 
maxims is not final, and there can be more maxims. In one point, Grice suggests the maxim 
“Be polite”, but finally fails to include it in the model. Lastly, the violation of a maxim does 
not necessarily mean that the particular maxim is being violated, and can suggest a violation 
of another principle. For example, an abundance of information can be seen as a violation of 
the efficiency principle (Renkema, Schubert, 2018: 23-24). 
Grice’s Cooperative Principle has been taken as the basis of many theories of 
politeness, even the most prominent ones, such as Brown & Levinson, Leech, and Lakoff 
proposed. Leech notes that the CP is needed to account for the relation between sense and 
force, but fails to explain why people often choose indirect strategies to convey what they 
mean (1983: 80). The modern approach to politeness, criticizes the inclusion of Grice’s CP in 
the politeness theories and strives to exclude it. Among the linguists who think that the 
Gricean approach to conversational cooperation is inappropriate for a model of politeness is 
Watts. In his book Politeness (Key Topics in Sociolinguistics) from 2003, he proposes an 
alternative approach to politeness, based on the notion of face and Werkhofer’s comparison of 





1 Werkhofer is among the most severe critics of B&L’s Politeness Theory. He proposes a new radical approach to 
politeness, based on Simmel’s “The Philosophy of Money” dating back to 1990. In Werkhofer’s opinion, 
politeness and money share a set of features. Both politeness and money can be seen as either a private or public 
good, they both are socially constituted, and like money so does politeness fluctuate in accordance with social 
changes (Watts, 2003).  
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2. Politeness  
 
 The term politeness can be traced back to the sixteenth century (see Burke, 1993; 
Leech, 2014). Its meaning, although it may seem simple and straightforward at first, has taken 
on many other complex associative meanings due to its long life (Eelen, 2001: i). As a 
subdiscipline of pragmatics and sociolinguistics in North America and Europe, politeness 
dates back to the 1970s, being a relatively young discipline. The study of politeness, 
considered one of the more popular branches in pragmatics, is widely used in intercultural 
communication research.  
 There has always been the question of whether politeness is a linguistic or socio-
cultural phenomenon. Leech believes that the answer to that question is obvious and that 
politeness is both a linguistic and social/cultural phenomenon depending on which aspect it is 
studied (Leech, 2014: 13). If its use and manifestations are studied from the linguistic aspect, 
it is a part of pragmalinguistics. If it is studied from the social aspect, e.g. how specific 
cultures and societies value some politeness forms more than others, then it is part of 
sociopragmatics. As a matter of fact, many scholars have focused their research on comparing 
politeness models in different cultures. The comparative side of sociopragmatics is called 
“cross-cultural pragmatics” (ibid., 15). The key for a successful study of politeness, as Leech 
puts it, is in connecting both pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics aspects of it and 
investigate how they interconnect.  
 The concept of politeness is not confined to language only, but it can also include non-
linguistic and non-verbal behavior (Eelen, 2001: iv). Holding the door open for someone or 
greeting them with a wave is considered to be polite, while on the other hand, staring at them 
for a long time may be interpreted as impolite. As Eelen states, one of the interesting aspects 
of politeness is that “it is situated at the intersection between language and social reality” 
(ibid., 2001: iv). Therefore, the research of politeness is carried either from the perspective of 
pragmatics or sociolinguistics. There is one thing that is clear when it comes to politeness, and 
it is that polite language and behavior are not something we are born with and have to be 
learned.  
 It is clear that the wide array of politeness theories that emerged in the last forty years 
(Lakoff, 1975; Leech, 1983; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Blum-Kulka, 1989; Watts, 2003, 
among others) shows the importance of this phenomenon. The theories can be divided on 
those based on conversational maxims (Grice, 1975; Lakoff 1975; Leech, 1983), keeping and 
threatening of one’s face (Brown & Levinson, 1987), and postmodern approach (Watts, 2003). 
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Although Robin Lakoff is often called the mother of modern politeness theory, Brown & 
Levinson’s theory – based on the number of reviews and critiques of their 1978/1987 
revisions – stays the most influential. In general, Lakoff, Brown & Levinson, and Leech, can 
be considered the founding fathers of modern politeness and their theories will be subjects of 
further scrutiny throughout the next parts of this thesis.  
 As there are more politeness theories, there is no universal definition of politeness. 
Lakoff defines politeness as “a system of interpersonal relations designed to facilitate 
interaction by minimizing the potential for conflict and confrontation inherent in all human 
interchange” (as cited in Eelen 2003: 2), the central point in Leech’s politeness is the 
asymmetry in polite behavior and the Politeness Principle divided into a set of politeness 
maxims whose aim is to explain the asymmetry, while Brown & Levinson define politeness in 
terms of avoiding conflicts and saving one’s face. Lakoff also notes that the fact that different 
cultures will judge the same act in same circumstances differently indicates that there is more 
than one rule of politeness (Lakoff, 1975: 64). Politeness theories can be grouped into two 
categories; they either propose new and independent frameworks, or make amendments to the 
already existing theories. This classification, however, is not always straightforward since the 
categories cannot be completely distinguished.  
 Watts (as cited in Eelen: 30) insists on a distinction between first-order politeness and 
second-order politeness. First-order politeness, also known as politeness1, refers to the 
general meaning of the term politeness and the ways in which it is accepted in a certain 
speech community. It is always geared towards some social effect and tries to accomplish 
some social aim (ibid., 37). Second-order politeness, or politeness2, is more of a scientific 
conceptualization of politeness1. Its aim is to understand how politeness1 works and what 
functions it has in society. Watts describes it as “an abstract term referring to a wide variety of 
social strategies for constructing and reproducing cooperative social interaction across 
cultures” (2003: 47). Just like in other classifications, these two concepts should be carefully 
distinguished, or otherwise, politeness1 and politeness2 can be easily equated.  
Different cultures adhere to different politeness rules. Lakoff (1975: 65) proposes three 
politeness rules: Rule1 (keep aloof), Rule2 (give options), Rule3 (show sympathy) (see more 
in section 2.3.). Eelen (2003: 3) observes that European cultures tend to use Rule1 and 
distancing strategies, Asian cultures are considered to be “too humble” and will opt for the 
deferential strategies, while the stereotype of the American culture is that they are “too 
personal”, hence their preference for strategies of Rule3. However, it is important to note that 
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these are stereotypical norms and that there are many exceptions in the individual cultures, 
although the stereotypes are not to be taken for granted.  
 
2.1. The Relevance of Impoliteness in the Politeness Theory 
 
 It is interesting to mention that not the same amount of attention is given to 
impoliteness in opposition to politeness, although participants in verbal communication are 
more inclined to comment on other’s behavior that they consider to be rude and impolite 
(Watts, 2003: 5). Although impoliteness is becoming more prominent in the study of 
politeness, it is still superficially mentioned and many authors fail to explain the notion of 
impoliteness extensively. Some of the authors who noticed that impoliteness was ignored are 
Culpeper (1996), Eelen (2001), Bousfield (2008), Leech (2014), and others. The evaluation of 
a linguistic expression to be polite or impolite does not merely depend on the expression 
itself, but also on how that behavior is interpreted in a certain situation. Those situations 
might fluctuate from one social group to another, but there still must be some basis in a 
universal model of social interaction. The politeness theory should be “able to locate possible 
realizations of polite or impolite behavior and offer a way of assessing how the members 
themselves may have evaluated that behavior” (ibid., 20). Watts argues that both politeness 
and impoliteness are terms that have been struggled over in the past and present and that both 
deserve to be the central focus in the politeness theory.  
 Leech also recognizes that there are activity types in which impoliteness is preferred to 
politeness. Some of the situations he lists are the behavior in certain TV shows where 
participants are humiliated, the questioning of crime suspects by police officials, training 
recruits in army boot camp, etc. (Leech, 2014: 5). Another point that Leech makes is that 
politeness is not obligatory, and that people will most likely be impolite if they do not have a 
special reason that is beneficial for them and that will make them be polite. Unlike some 
authors who think that impoliteness should be studied on its own terms, Leech is of a different 
opinion and believes that the best way of studying impoliteness starts with building on the 
theory of politeness.  
 Culpeper (1996) tries to build an impoliteness framework in line with Brown and 
Levinson’s (1978/1987) theory of politeness. Five strategies of impoliteness that Culpeper 
(ibid., 356) proposes are:  
1) Bald on record impoliteness is used where the speaker’s intention is to attack the face 
of the hearer, 
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2) Positive impoliteness is used when the s wants to damage the positive face of h,   
3) Negative impoliteness is opposite to the positive politeness, and it’s used when s wants 
to damage the negative face of h, 
4) Sarcasm or mock impoliteness is a strategy used when s threatens h’s face with use the 
of politeness strategies that are insincere, 
5) Withhold impoliteness is a strategy where s stays silent in a situation when he/she is 
expected to say something polite.   
As seen from the above proposed impoliteness strategies, Culpeper was trying to provide 
a parallel structure to that of Brown and Levinson’s, more of which will be said in the next 
section.  
 
2.2. The Politeness Theory of Brown and Levinson  
 
 The Politeness Theory model proposed by Penelope Brown and Steven Levinson was 
a stepping stone to further research of this phenomenon. First published in 1978, it remains 
the most extensive account on face and language to this date (Wilson, Kim, and Meischke, 
1991:215). Therefore, it is no surprise that most scholars used their framework as a basis to 
build new theories or refute the existing ones. The model primarily relies on Grice’s 
Cooperative Principle and Austin’s Speech Act Theory.  
 The central concept of Brown and Levinson’s politeness model is the notion of ‘face’, 
in which the authors connect to Erving Goffman’s idea of face and propose their interpretation 
of it. Goffman defines face as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for 
himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact” (Erving, 1967:7). 
It is realized in social interaction and depends on others. On the other hand, Brown and 
Levinson explain face as “the public self-image that every member wants to claim for 
himself” and propose a two-level distinction, two kinds of desires or `face-wants`: a positive 
and negative face (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 61). Positive face is defined as an individual’s 
desire to be respected and approved of, while negative face is the desire to act freely, not be 
hindered or imposed upon. It is argued that the notion of face is universal, but still a subject of 
further elaboration that is specific in individual cultures. In fact, the authors argue that their 
framework is universal in the following aspects: 
1. The universality of face, consisting of two kinds of face-wants 
2. The potential universality of the desire to satisfy others’ face wants  
3. The universality of the mutual knowledge between interactants (ibid., 244).  
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The method Brown and Levinson use to justify some systematic aspects of language 
involves constructing a Model Person (MP), characterized as “a willful fluent speaker of a 
natural language, further endowed with two special properties – rationality and face” (ibid., 
58). By rationality the authors mean the capability of MP to determine the goals of the speech 
act and the means by which the goals should be achieved. By face, it is meant that MP has 
two needs, which are the need to be approved and respected by others and the need to be 
unhampered. Moreover, they find that a model of two cooperating MPs, preferably with 
audience, represents the perfect conversational situation that accounts for cross-cultural 
regularities in language use. Hence, it is in mutual interest of both MPs to choose appropriate 
strategies that will maintain each other’s face.  
 
2.2.1. Strategies for Minimizing Face-Threatening Acts (FTA) 
 
 Brown and Levinson propose certain strategies whose objective is to minimize the 
threat to the face of the speaker or hearer. The speaker has to assess the degree of the threat 
imposed to the hearer’s face (or vice-versa) and accordingly choose the appropriate strategy in 
order to minimize the threat to the face. The strategies have been classified into five strategies 
and are as follows: 
1. bald-on record is the most direct strategy and the only one that follows Grice’s Maxims of 
Cooperation. The act is performed in the most direct and concise way possible, for example 
by using the imperative form (Come in!). The primary reason for the choice of this strategy is 
that the speaker wants to do the FTA efficiently more than he wants to satisfy the hearer’s 
face. Participants should aim to use this strategy in urgent situations, when the speaker is 
superior in power to the hearer, and in situations that are beneficial for the hearer and with 
minimum danger to the hearer’s face. 
2. positive politeness is approach-based and oriented toward the positive face of the hearer. By 
using this strategy, the speaker treats the hearer as a member of a group, a person whose 
qualities are recognized and respected. The potential FTA is minimized in a way that the 
speaker shares the same kinds of wants as the hearer or at least recognizes them as important. 
Directly quoted speech usage is preferred than indirect reported speech. The positive 
politeness strategy is used not only for FTA redress, but also as a kind of an indicator that the 
hearer wants to come closer to the hearer.  
3. negative politeness is unlike positive politeness avoidance-based, oriented toward the 
hearer’s negative face. The speaker acknowledges and respects the hearer’s negative face 
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wants and chooses not to intrude their freedom of action. Accordingly, negative politeness is 
characterized by distancing and formality, with the emphasis on the hearer’s self-image and 
his/her want to be unrestricted. Negative politeness is redressed by using apologies, 
deference, the passive form, hedges on the illocutionary force of the act, or by posing 
questions in which the speaker ask the hearer for a permission to put a question.  
4. off-record is an indirect strategy with which the speaker only hints what he/she wants or 
means to communicate, leaving the interpretation of the intention solely to the hearer. By 
using this strategy, the threat to the face is minimized to the fullest degree. Off-record 
strategies include the use of hints, irony and metaphor, rhetorical questions, generalization 
and associations. Moreover, this strategy is used not only to maintain face, but also when 
wanting to be poetic, avoid responsibility or play with language (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 
92). 
5. don’t do the FTA strategy is used when the speaker recognizes a certain degree of threat to 
the hearer’s face and chooses to stay silent. 
 The authors further distinguish between three variables that determine the seriousness 
of an FTA in all cultures: 
➢ the social distance (D) between of S and H 
➢ the relative power (P) between S and H 
➢ the absolute ranking (R) of impositions in the particular culture (Brown and Levinson, 
1987:74).  
 The social distance (D) is defined as a symmetric social dimension of similarities and 
differences between the speaker and hearer. It is based on the frequency of exchange and the 
type of goods exchanged between the participants. On the other hand, the relative power (P) is 
an asymmetric social dimension that stems from two sources, which are material control and 
metaphysical control. It measures the power given to each individual, so for example, a 
manager has higher rating than a clerk. The authors, however, agree that the power may be 
reversed in certain circumstances. Another way of viewing the relative power variable is that 
its value is attached not to individuals but to their roles or role-sets. The last and most 
adequate view according to Brown and Levinson puts forward that the social valuations are 
only one element that of the assessment of relative power. If the clerk would have a gun 
pointing to the manager, the power would be reversed. Finally, the absolute ranking (R) is a 
culturally and socially conditioned variable that presents the ranking of impositions that are 




2.2.2. Realizations of Politeness Strategies 
 
 As already stated by Brown and Levinson, a rational agent will aim to choose an FTA-
minimizing strategy according to the assessment of face risk to participants. These strategies 
are then ranked from higher-order to lower-order strategies. It is important to mention that the 
authors enumerate the strategies of bold-on record, positive politeness, negative politeness, 
and off-record. Moreover, two general aspects of the use of linguistic means that serve 
politeness functions common for all strategies have been observed. The first one is that “the 
selection of a set of strategies wants to be realized by linguistic means may involve the 
organization and ordering of the expression of these wants”, and as an example they provide 
the following two sentences: 
 
(1) If you don’t mind me asking, where did you get that dress? 
(2) Where did you get that dress, if you don’t mind me asking? (Brown and Levinson, 
1987: 93). 
 
Based on the word organization and ordering, the first sentence may be more polite than the 
second one. The second observation is that the more effort the speaker puts in face-
maintaining linguistic behavior, the more he/she communicates their desire that the hearer’s 
face wants is satisfied in case of positive politeness, and the desire to infringe on the hearer as 
least as possible in case of negative politeness. 
 
2.2.3. Bald-on Record 
 
 The bald-on strategy relies solely on Grice’s Maxims (Grice, 1975), which have 
already been discussed in the previous chapter of this thesis (see section 1.3.). The bald-on 
strategy is used in cases when the speaker wants to perform the FTA more efficiently than 
he/she wants to satisfy the hearer’s face. However, there are cases when the speaker might 
have different motives for performing the FTA with maximum efficiency. They fall into two 
classes: 
1. Non-minimization of the face threat: when the importance of the maximum efficiency 
is known to both the speaker and hearer and, therefore, no redress is needed. 
2. FTA-oriented bald-on-record usage: when other demands override face concerns, in 
cases of welcomings, farewells, and offers.  
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2.2.4. Positive Politeness 
 
 Positive politeness is oriented towards the positive face of the hearer, that his/her 
wants are thought of as desirable. Therefore, positive politeness strategies are used not only to 
redress the FTA, but also as a social accelerator. The authors divide strategies of positive 
politeness into three broad categories, further divisible into 15 subcategories (Brown and 
Levinson, 1989: 102): 
I. Claim common ground  
1. Notice and attend the hearer’s needs, wants, qualities, etc.  
2. Exaggeration in expressing support and approval of the hearer’s actions  
3. Intensifying interest to the hearer  
4. Use of identity markers to identify belonging within a group which include the use of 
in-group language, jargon, slang, and ellipsis  
5. Seeking agreement with the addressee by using safe topics and repetition in the 
conversation  
6. Avoiding disagreement by employing token agreement, pseudo-agreement, white lies, 
and hedging 
7. Presupposing and asserting common ground and interests 
8. Using jokes 
II. Emphasis that the speaker and hearer are cooperators  
9. Assertion and presupposition that the speaker knows and takes care after the hearer’s 
wants 
10. Making offers and promises 
11. Being optimistic 
12. Inclusion of both the speaker and the hearer in the activity 
13. Giving reasons for the speaker’s wants and asking for reasons for the hearer’s  
14. Assume or assert reciprocity  
III. Fulfillment of the hearer’s wants  







2.2.5. Negative Politeness 
 
 Negative politeness is a redressive action performing the function of minimizing the 
illocutionary force of speech acts that threaten the hearer’s negative face, i.e. his want to be 
unhindered. Negative politeness is, unlike positive politeness, specific and focused. It is 
divided into five broader categories, further divisible into 10 subcategories (ibid., 131): 
I. Be direct  
1. Conventional indirectness  
II. Don’t presume or assume  
2. Question/hedge  
III. Don’t force the hearer to do an act  
3. Adopting a pessimistic attitude towards the hearer’s willingness to cooperate  
4. Minimization of the imposition  
5. Showing respect and compliance toward the hearer  
IV. Communicating that the speaker doesn’t want to impinge on the hearer  
6. Apologizing  
7. Impersonalize the speaker and hearer, don’t use the pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’, which can 
be achieved by using performatives, imperatives, impersonal verbs, and the passive 
voice  
8. Stating the FTA as a general rule, regulation, or obligation  
9. Nominalization  
V. Redressing other wants of the hearer’s negative face  
10. Going on record by claiming the speaker’s indebtedness to the hearer.  
 
2.2.6. Off Record 
 
 The off-record strategy is used when the speaker does not want to take responsibility 
for the FTA that has been done, therefore, he/she leaves it up to the hearer who needs to 
interpret it. That is done in a way that the speaker mostly uses general indirect language that 
does not contain specific information or is different from what one is trying to say. The 
authors mention that many of the off-record strategies, such as irony, metaphor, rhetorical 
questions, etc. are often actually used on-record, because the clues for their interpretation add 
up to only one feasible interpretation of the context (ibid., 212). The off-record strategies are 
divided into two broader categories, further divisible into 15 subcategories (ibid., 214): 
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I. Invite conversational implicatures by violating the Gricean Maxims of communication 
1. Give hints  
2. Give association clues  
3. Presupposition 
4. Understatement  
5. Overstatement  
6. Utter patent and necessary truths, i.e. tautologies  
7. Using contradictions  
8. Be ironic  
9. The use of metaphor  
10. Use of rhetorical questions  
II. Be vague or ambiguous  
11. Be ambiguous  
12. Be vague  
13. Over-generalize  
14. Displace the hearer  
15. The usage of ellipsis  
 
2.2.7. A Critique of Brown & Levinson’s Theory of Politeness 
 
 Brown and Levinson’ s face-saving theory of politeness in spite of all the heavy 
criticism, remains the most widely discussed and commented model of language and 
politeness. Their claim of the universality of their model, included in the subtitle of their book 
Some Universal in Language Use, was especially panned by critics, who thought it to be bias 
in favor of a Western, anglophone culture. As Leech mentions in his Pragmatics of Politeness 
(2014), Brown and Levinson’s face-saving theory of politeness reflects the Anglo-Western 
focus on the desires and freedom of individuals, which can’t be applicable in Eastern cultures, 
such as Japanese and Chinese, which are more oriented towards collectivism and the sense of 
belonging to a group (Leech 2014: 81). This is especially true for their notion of negative 
face, defined as “the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, rights to non-distraction – 
i.e. to freedom of action and freedom from imposition” (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 61). 
On another level, Brown & Levinson are criticized for defining politeness as a 
mitigation of face-threatening acts (FTAs), divided into five strategies, which are not only 
oriented towards the Western cultures, but also shed a “paranoid” view of it (Leech 2014: 82). 
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Moreover, the concept of face that Brown & Levinson propose differs from the Chinese 
concepts of face, miànzi and liǎn, from which the Western conceptions of face historically 
derive from. The Chinese notion of face, as Mao defines it, “encodes a reputable image that 
individuals can claim for themselves as they interact with others in a given community” 
(Mao, 1994 as cited in Watts, 2003: 102). In this aspect, Goffman’s notion of face, as 
something that is realized in social interaction only, fits perfectly into the Chinese definition 
of face. Ultimately, some critics think that Brown & Levinson offer a theory of facework, 
rather than a theory of politeness. Watts (2003) notes that one of the major problems with 
their model lies in the expectation of the choice of an appropriate strategy that excludes the 
possibility of choosing more than two strategies at the same time.  
Overall, the majority of the criticism seems to be directed towards the universality of 
the politeness model and its inapplicability in Eastern cultures. Leech, whose model of 
politeness has been criticized for similar reasons to Brown & Levinson’s, defends their claim 
by saying that a model of politeness “should be generalizable to various cultures, and should 
provide the basis for studying (im)politeness in different languages and societies” (ibid., 83).  
Also, in their defense, Brown & Levinson do mention that “the application of the principles 
differs systematically across cultures, and within cultures across subcultures, categories and 
groups” (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 283). However, just as Eelen observed, Brown & 
Levinson introduce the Model Person as a hypothetical figure, but not long after its 
introduction, its presence is used to designate all adult members of a society (Eelen, 2001: 
52). This is another indication that the authors are inconsistent in their theorizing.  
 
2.3. Robin Lakoff 
 
 Robin Lakoff is often referred to as the mother of modern politeness theory, being the 
first one to explain it from the pragmatic view and connect it to Grice’s Cooperative Principle. 
She has made significant contributions not only in the theory of politeness, but also in gender 
roles, class, and power. One of her most influential pieces of work is “Language and Woman's 
Place” (1975), in which politeness occupies an important place. She defines politeness as “a 
system of interpersonal relations designed to facilitate interaction by minimizing the potential 
for conflict and confrontation inherent in all human interchange” (as cited in Eelen 2003: 2). 
Together with George Lakoff, she is associated with the development of ‘generative 
semantics’ and with the integration of speech act theory into generative models.  
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 Lakoff observes politeness from the pragmatic aspect of communication, and sets two 
rules of pragmatic competence: 1) Make yourself clear, 2) Be polite, which she believes are 
the two pillars of linguistic and non-linguistic communication between one another (Lakoff, 
1977: 86). The first rule is corroborated by Grice’s Maxims, as they strive for unambiguity in 
communication, urging the participants to be clear in their communicative intentions. The first 
set of rules is actually Grice’s CP, which she named Rules of Conversation. For the second 
rule of pragmatic competence, Lakoff goes further and proposes Rules of Politeness, which if 
properly formulated, can account for the differences in how politeness is viewed in different 
cultures and societies and are able to predict certain types of behavior that occur. These three 
rules are: 
1) Formality: keep aloof, 
2) Deference: give options, 
3) Camaraderie: show sympathy (Lakoff 1975: 65).  
The first rule, formality, is characterized by keeping distance between the speaker and 
addressee by not talking about personal affairs nor asking the addressee about theirs, implying 
no emotions into the conversation, and avoiding particles such as “I know”, “I guess”, and 
similar that may convey and reflect one’s personal attitudes. The use of someone’s last name 
or title rather than the first name is also considered to belong to this rule. Violation of the rule 
is possible and the person who does violate it is considered to be ill-mannered, not raised 
properly, or rude.  
 The second rule, deference, can be combined with the other two rules, while Rule1 
and Rule3 are mutually exclusive. It leaves the addressee the option to choose how they will 
behave, what they will say, and is also called the rule of hesitancy, since having options often 
brings about the hesitancy itself. Therefore, hedges, question tags and intonation are devices 
used to avoid direct mentions of things that could be considered impolite. Euphemisms are 
also used in accordance with this rule, as their usage can remove some embarrassing 
connotations. Violations of this rule will leave the person breaching them look as pushy or 
abrupt.  
 The third rule, camaraderie – also called the equality rule in Lakoff (1977) – is 
sometimes not considered to be a part of politeness, but in some cultures, like the American, 
where friendly gestures are appreciated, it most certainly is. This rule is applied when the 
speaker and the addressee act as though they are equal in their status and it is the complete 
opposite of Rule1. Examples of Rule3 would be calling someone by their nickname, talking 
about topics such as one’s wealth and love life, telling dirty jokes, etc. The violation of Rule3, 
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on the other hand, is calling someone by their first name if that person was always called by 
their nickname, which in that case would result in their anger and confusion thinking that they 
have done something wrong.  
 An important part of Lakoff’s interest is gender studies, which led to the publication of 
one of her most influential works “Language and Woman’s Place” (1975), where the notion of 
politeness plays a significant role. Lakoff believes that women use politer language than men 
due to their insecurities. Some of those insecurities stem from the fact that it is usually women 
who are ridiculed and discriminated against by the language used. In English, as well as in the 
majority of the world’s languages, when referring to sexually mixed groups, the masculine 
pronoun is used. Hence, she describes female language as marked, while male linguistic 
behavior is unmarked or neutral, and dominant. Lakoff also notes that, although there are no 
rules that only women will use, there are still some syntactic forms that will more likely be 
used by women than men in conversational situations. One of them is the rule of tag-question 
formation (Lakoff 1975: 14). She provides the following example: 
 
(3) Is John here? 
 
Such constructions are used when the speaker lacks confidence in the truth of the claim 
and needs reassurance. Lakoff believes that tag questions are more used by women than men 
because there is a lower chance of getting into a conflict with the addressee. Moreover, 
another sentence intonation pattern, used only by women in Lakoff’s opinion, is the 
declarative answer to a question with a rising intonation that is typical for yes-no questions: 
 
(4) When will dinner be ready? 
Around six o’clock?  
 
Again, this type of sentences expresses hesitation on the speaker’s part and avoidance 
of conflict, as if though one is asking for the addressee’s approval. These two features are part 
of and can account for the fact that women’s speech is considered politer than men’s as we 
come across these language constructions more frequently in women’s talk.  
 Yet, Watts (2003: 61) argues that Lakoff’s set of pragmatic rules is less applied in the 
questions of politeness than gender differences in language behavior, which is why her model 
is questionable as a model of politeness.  
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2.4. Geoffrey Leech  
 
Leech’s model of politeness, as does Brown and Levinson’s, relies heavily on Grice’s 
Cooperative Principle (CP). However, the focus in Brown and Levinson’s model is on the 
speaker, whereas in Leech’s model it is on the hearer (Watts 2003: 85). Polite behavior, 
according to Leech, is “to speak or behave in such a way as to give benefit or value not to 
yourself but to the other person(s), especially the person(s) you are conversing with” (2014: 
3). Leech argues that the Politeness Principle has a higher power than the CP in regulating and 
maintaining the social equilibrium, for which the cooperation in communication is necessary 
(1983: 82). He argues that indirect illocutions tend to be more polite due to reasons that they 
increase the degree of optionality and the more the indirect a locution is, the more tentative its 
force is. Illocutionary functions are classified into the following four types, out of which the 
first two are concerned with politeness (ibid., 104):  
1) Competitive: the illocutionary goal competes with the social goal, e.g. ordering;  
2) Convivial: the illocutionary goal coincides with the social goal, e.g. offering, inviting, 
thanking;  
3) Collaborative: the illocutionary goal is indifferent to the social goal, e.g. asserting; 
4) Conflictive: the illocutionary goal conflicts with the social goal, e.g. threatening.  
When the illocutionary function is competitive, politeness takes a negative form and  
has the purpose of reducing the difference in the speaker’s wants and what is morally right, 
for example, begging somebody to give them money. On the other hand, the convivial 
illocutionary function is intrinsically courteous, and takes a positive form of seeking 
opportunities for complaisance; for example, offering help with carrying groceries to an 
elderly person. For the last two illocutionary functions, as already mentioned, politeness is 
largely irrelevant.  
 Leech takes a rhetorical approach to pragmatics, defining the term rhetorical as “the 
study of the effective use of language in communication”, while the term rhetoric “places the 
focus on a goal-oriented speech situation, in which s uses language in order to produce a 
particular effect in the mind of h” (ibid., 15). He further on distinguishes between textual 
rhetoric, which consists of the Processibility Principle, the Clarity Principle, the Economy 
Principle and the Expressivity Principle, and interpersonal rhetoric, consisting of the 
Cooperative Principle (CP), the Politeness Principle (PP) and the Irony Principle (Watts, 
2003: 64). Each principle then consists of a set of maxims.   
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 In addition to Grice’s CP, Leech introduces six new maxims of politeness, whose 
function is to explain asymmetries of politeness, and why people are often indirect in 
conveying what they mean. It is important to mention that the central concept of Leech’s 
politeness model relies on a cost-benefit scale of politeness in connection to both h and s. 
Leech’s six main maxims of politeness are: 
1. The Tact Maxim is only applicable to Searle’s directive and commissive illocutionary 
acts. The relevant values of the Tact Maxim are to maximize the benefit to h, and minimize 
the cost to h, the first one being the positive, and the second one the negative side of the Tact 
Maxim. The negative side, minimize the cost to h, is more important and involves using the 
strategy of indirectness to bias h towards the negative choice, so it becomes easier to say no. 
Leech gives the following examples:  
 
(5) Answer the phone. 
(6) Could you possibly answer the phone? (1983: 108).  
 
The degree of indirectness in example (6) is higher than in (5), giving the addressee a 
choice of saying no to the request, while example (5) is an imperative by which s expresses 
the belief that h will perform the action. On the contrary, the positive side aims to bias h 
towards saying yes to an action that is beneficial for them. Therefore, it is safe to say that a 
correlation between politeness and indirectness definitely exists.  
2. The Generosity Maxim is applicable in commissives and impositives. It is more self- 
centered and has the following values: a) Minimize benefit to self; b) Maximize cost to self. 
To say “I would like a cup of coffee” is considered more polite than asking “Could you make 
me a cup of coffee?”.  
3. The Approbation Maxim is only applicable in illocutionary functions classified as 
Expressives: a) Minimize dispraise of other; b) Maximize praise of other. It is concerned with 
the avoidance of saying unpleasant things about h especially, but also others.  
4. The Modesty Maxim is applicable in expressives and assertives: a) Minimize praise of  
self; b) Maximize praise of other. The speaker belittles his/her own achievements in order to 
highlight the achievements of the other person, e.g. Great job! I wish I could skate that well.  
5. The Agreement Maxim is only applicable in assertives: a) Minimize disagreement  
between self and other; b) Maximise agreement between self and other. It involves the 
tendency of exaggerating an agreement with others, and expressing apology, regret, etc. to 
lessen the degree of disagreement.  
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6. The Sympathy Maxim is only applicable in assertives: a) Minimize antipathy between  
self and other, b) Maximize sympathy between self and other. It is used to express speech acts 
such as congratulations and condolences, and explains why these speech acts are courteous in 
terms of politeness.   
 The Irony Principle (IP), together with the CP and PP is part of the Interpersonal 
rhetoric. However, the IP is considered as a ‘second-order principle’ which is not in line with 
the other two, as it can be explained only in terms with the other principles. As Leech notes, it 
allows s to be impolite while seeming to be polite. Therefore, the IP promotes the antisocial 
aspect of language, as we are, by using irony, mocking the other person and using politeness 
that is insincere. An example of irony would be if a person receives a gift they do not like and 
say:  
(7) That’s exactly what I wanted.  
 
Leech further elaborates his model by introducing three pragmatic scales which allow 
the speaker to determine the relevant degree of tact in a given situation. The first one, the Cost 
– Benefit Scale, is where s has to assess the amount of cost to himself/herself and the amount 
of benefit that the utterance will bring to h. The Optionality Scale estimates the degree of 
choice s leaves to h based on the illocutions performed by s. Finally, the Indirectness Scale 
measures the amount of work h had to put in interpreting the speech acts produced by s 
(Watts, 2003: 68). In addition to these three scales, Leech adds another two that, as Brown 
and Gilman (1960) defined, determine the choice of formal and informal pronouns in many 
European languages. The scale can be presented as a two-dimensional graph with a vertical 
and horizontal axis. The vertical axis measures the degree of power between the participants 
in a conversation, while the horizontal axis measures the social distance.  
 Leech’s Politeness Model received a fair amount of criticism on the account of the 
terms absolute and relative politeness. In the restatement of his Politeness Principle in 2014, 
Leech presents two new kinds of politeness scales (Leech, 2014: 88): 
1. Pragmalinguistic politeness scale, which was formerly known as absolute scale, 
registers degrees of politeness independently from the context. According to Leech, 
Can I borrow your camera? is more polite than Lend me your camera  ̧but less polite 
than Could I possibly borrow your camera? The more freedom of choice H is offered 
to accept or decline the request, the more polite the utterance is considered to be.  
2. Sociopragmatic politeness scale, which was previously known as relative scale, 
registers degrees of politeness based on social norms in a given context. For example, 
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the sentence that is considered most polite on the pragmalinguistic scale, can be 
interpreted as too polite or even unusual when used among family members and close 
friends.  
 Similar to Brown & Levinson’s positive and negative politeness, Leech introduces the 
terms neg-politeness and pos-politeness to avoid confusion with their usage since he views 
these two in a slightly different way (Leech, 2014: 11). According to Leech, face-mitigation is 
an aspect of neg-politeness only, while face-enhancement is a function of pos-politeness. On 
the other hand, Brown & Levinson see positive politeness the same as negative politeness – a 
set of strategies to mitigate and avoid face threat. Moreover, Leech states that politeness is not 
much different from other aspects of meaning of utterances, the meaning of politeness being 
rather implicated openly expressed. As a problem-solving process for the type of implicatures, 
Leech mentions the one covered by Searle (1975). When it comes to neg-politeness, “the 
degree to which the utterance is (sociopragmatically) polite can be worked out by registering 
the number and kinds of strategies of mitigation employed (that is, the degree of 
pragmalinguistic politeness) and comparing this with what would be judged the norm of 
politeness in the context”, while in the case of pos-politeness, pragmalinguistic politeness is 
evaluated in the use of registering intensification strategies, e.g. It’s absolutely delicious 
(ibid., 52).  
 
2.4.1. A Critique of Leech’s Politeness Model and its Revision  
 
 In his The Pragmatics of Politeness (2014), Leech includes a chapter dealing with 
criticism directed not only towards B&L’s politeness theory, but also his politeness model. 
Then, he presents a new, revisited model, taking into account some of the criticism the old one 
received. Some of the criticism involves Leech’s notion of absolute politeness and the use of a 
dated approach based on Grice’s maxims that have often been criticized for being unclear. 
Similar to the criticism that B&L receive regarding the Western biased politeness values, 
Leech’s model is also accused of being based on mostly examples taken from English and 
neglecting cross-cultural manifestations. Moreover, some critics also think that Leech has 
introduced too many maxims, which contrasts with the reductionist approach of the 
Relevance Theory, which aims to reduce the number of maxims to one. The Relevance 
Theory was first proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995) whose work was primarily 
inspired by Grice’s CP. Sperber and Wilson define the principle of relevance as “the 
generalization about ostensive-inferential communication (ibid., 162). Ostension is defined as 
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two layers of information that need to be inferred: the first layer is the information that has 
been pointed out and the second layer is the information that has been intentionally pointed 
out in the first layer. The ostensive-inferential communication can be described in terms of 
informative and communicative intention. Informative intention is defined as making 
manifest to the audience a set of assumptions, whereas the communicative intention is to 
inform the audience of the communicator’s informative intention. Sperber and Wilson also 
recognize that people tend to communicate more information than it is conveyed in the 
utterance.  
 As already mentioned in the previous section, Leech exchanges the terms absolute and 
relative politeness with pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic politeness scale, as the first two 
have been misunderstood and criticized. He then introduces what he calls a “single 
superconstraint, supermaxim or superstrategy” by the name General Strategy of Politeness 
(GSP), and defines it as: 
 
General Strategy of Politeness: In order to be polite, S expresses or implies meanings that 
associate a favorable value with what pertains to O or associates an unfavorable value with 
what pertains to S (ibid., 90).  
 
Politeness in a pragmatic sense is concerned in communicating meanings in accord 
with the General Strategy of Politeness or GSP. By employing GSP, S tries of avoid offence to 
H’s face. Even though Leech put forward one general name for his maxims, he still claims 
that he is wrongly accused of including more maxims than needed. Moreover, two new factors 
that make politeness into a four-dimensional or five-dimensional phenomenon are added to P, 
D, and R: the difference between in-group and out-group relations as well as the strength of 
obligation S has towards H. These two new dimensions can also be viewed as part of P, D, 
and R in a more general sense.  
In conclusion, in his restatement of the PP, Leech addresses some of the criticism his 
previous model received on different accounts and makes certain alterations. The terms 
absolute and relative politeness have been misunderstood by many critics, which forces Leech 
to exchange them for pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics. A new supermaxim or 
superstrategy, General Strategy of Politeness (GSP), which encompasses all six of Leech’s 
maxims, is mentioned as a strategy used in defining politeness in communicative exchange 
between participants. While Leech tries to include other languages such as Japanese, Chinese, 
and Korean in contrast with English, his analysis remains rather scarce in that field.  
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3. Requests and Apologies  
 
 When it comes to the research of politeness, certain speech acts2 have been more 
salient due to being more “politeness-sensitive”. Leech agrees that the advantage of focusing 
on those speech acts lies in the fact that they “account for a wide range of politeness 
behavior” (Leech, 2014: 115). One of the reasons why speech acts are important for the 
research of the phenomenon of politeness is because they function according to universal 
pragmatic rules (Popović, 2017: 23). Taking that into account, I have decided to focus on 
requests and apologies in English and Serbian/Montenegrin as part of my case study, since 
these two speech acts pose most threat to the hearer’s or speaker’s face, or to both. So far, 
many authors have included the speech acts of requests and apologies in their case studies 
(Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984; Fukushima, 2003; Wierzbicka, 2003; Leech, 2014) and 




 Requests have been among, if not are, the most studied speech acts due to their high 
sensitivity to politeness, and their tendency to favor indirectness which is closely tied with 
politeness. They belong to the group of directives, illocutionary acts with which the speaker is 
trying to get the hearer to do something, and consequently pose most threat to the addressee’s 
negative face. Brown and Levinson (1987) define requests as face-threatening acts, as the 
speaker violates the hearer’s right to freedom of action and freedom from imposition. Apart 
from requests, directives also include suggestions, commands, instructions, invitations, 
orders, and advice. While Searle points out the difference between requests and 
orders/commands, Leech maintains that there is no clear-cut boundary between requests and 
orders/commands (Leech, 2014: 135).   
 Searle defines requests as speech acts with the following felicity conditions (Searle, 







2 Leech (2014) refers to them as speech events rather than speech acts.  
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Propositional Content condition:   Future act A of H 
Preparatory conditions:    1. H is able to do A.  
2. It is not obvious to both S and H that H will do 
A in the normal course of events of his own 
accord. 
Sincerity condition:     S wants H to do A.  
Essential condition:     Counts as an attempt to get H to do A. 
  
Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 197) observe that the realization of speech acts in 
context may differ according to three types of variability: intracultural social variability, 
cross-cultural variability, and individual variability. For example, members of one culture 
might tend to express requests less or more directly than members in another culture. 
Similarly, there might be differences in how individuals within the same society express 
requests. In order to establish the similarities and differences in realization patterns of speech 
acts – with the focus on requests and apologies – cross-linguistically, between native and non-
native speakers, and native speakers within the same society, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain 
initiated the CCSARP project (Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project). Furthermore, 
they put forward a scale of directness consisting of three major levels, which can be 
manifested universally by requesting strategies (ibid., 201):  
1) The most direct, explicit level, is realized by syntactically marked requests, such as 
imperatives, or by other verbal means that name the act as a request, such as 
performatives (Austin 1962) and ‘hedged performatives’ (Fraser 1975); 
2) The conventionally indirect level, consists of procedures that realize the act in 
reference to contextual preconditions necessary for its performance, as 
conventionalized in a given language (these strategies are referred to as indirect 
speech acts, as Searle named them in 1975); 
3) Nonconventional indirect level, is an open-ended group of indirect strategies (hints) 
that realize the request by either partial reference to the object or element needed for 
the implementation of the act, e.g. Why is the window open? or It’s cold in here. 
These three levels are then further divided into nine sub-levels,3 which Blum-Kulka and 
Olshtain call ‘strategy types’, that together form the indirectness scale.  
 
3 The nine strategies used to yield the level of directness while expressing requests are: mood derivable, explicit 
performatives, hedge performative, locution derivable, scope stating, language specific suggestory formula, 
reference to preparatory conditions, strong hints, and mild hints (Blum-Kulka, Olshtain, 1984: 202).   
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 Leech (2014: 143) defines directive strategies as “communicative means we use when 
trying to get someone to do something they would probably not do of their own accord”. 
Similarly to Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, he divides the semantic strategies for performing 
directives into three strategies: direct strategies, indirect or on-record strategies, and hints or 
off-record strategies (ibid., 147). The direct strategy is realized by imperatives or 
performatives. Without any device to reduce the face threat, performative and especially 
imperative forms are not preferred in forming requests. The flat imperative in English cultures 
can be felt as more offensive than swearing (Wierzbicka, 2003: 36). However, even the 
imperative forms can vary in politeness degree, depending on the horizontal and vertical 
distance factors and cost-benefit factor. For example, imperatives such as Help yourself imply 
benefit to the hearer, and are considered polite. In Serbian/Montenegrin, imperatives forms 
are much less used in requests (Milosavljević, 2007: 51 as cited in Popović, 2017: 27). If 
used, a device to reduce the degree of face threat is necessary. The most common one is the 
use of performative “Molim te/Vas”, e.g. Molim te, zatvori vrata (Eng. Please close the door). 
Imperative forms are common in written informal correspondence. 
 Indirect strategies seem to be prevalent in both languages and are the key element 
when it comes to forming requests (Mrdak-Mićović, 2014: 41). They are considered more 
polite than direct strategies as more choice is left for the hearer and the risk of imposition is 
generally lower. Statements and questions are the most common conventional indirect 
strategies used in everyday language. When it comes to statements, modal auxiliary verbs 
will, would, can, could, and should are an important part when it comes to conveying the 
message (Leech, 2014: 148). On the other hand, questions form a bigger and more important 
class of indirect on-record strategies. Unlike statements, questions leave a greater choice to 
the hearer. To compare: 
 
(1) You will go to the store. 
(2) Will you go to the store? 
 
In example (1), the addressee is not given much choice and it is implied that s/he 
needs to do the action, whereas in example (2), the addressee is given both the choice to 
accept or refuse the request. However, the impositive aspect of interrogative forms lies in the 
fact that the addressee is almost obliged to provide an answer, and a “no” answer is 
considered to be impolite, while in statements a no reply is even tolerable. It is also important 
to note that will is the least frequent, while could is the most frequent indirect choice.  
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The third, nonconventional level of indirect strategies consists of off-record requests 
that can be in the form of statements and questions. This group of indirect strategies is termed 
hints, since their defining characteristic is that they do not explicitly mention the action that 
the speaker wants the addressee to perform. Hints in form of statements can be considered 
rather rude as they can indirectly imply an accusation (Leech, 2014: 158):  
 
(3) You’ve been using my laptop!  
 
This statement could be a hint for the addressee to return the speaker’s laptop, and is 
considered impolite. In general, hint statements are not particularly polite. On the other hand, 
question hints inquire about a situation which if answered yes, will give satisfaction to the 
speaker’s need (ibid., 158). An example of a question hint would be: 
 
(4) Do you have a pair of blue jeans?  
 
This might be a way of asking to borrow a pair of blue jeans, and if answered yes, it 
might satisfy the speaker’s need.  
 Requests can be speaker-oriented, hearer-oriented, speaker and hearer oriented, or 
impersonal. This is what Blum-Kulka and Olshtain call a “request perspective”. However, 
most authors focus on the first two request perspectives, the speaker-oriented and the hearer-
oriented. Some authors such as Leech (2014) even go so far to claim that speaker-oriented 
requests as a matter of fact do not exist, and that all requests, including requests for 
permission, are hearer-oriented. An example of a speaker-oriented request would be:  
 
(5) May I ask you to close the door please?  
 
In general, requests that are speaker-oriented are viewed as more polite than those 
which are hearer-oriented. The same request as above, but now hearer-oriented, would be: 
 
(6) Can you close the door please?  
 
The same as in English, the speaker-oriented forms are seen as more polite in 
Serbian/Montenegrin as well (Mrdak-Mićović, 2014: 40), as the speaker in a way stresses 
their involvement and softens the impact of the imposition.  
34 
 
 Another important part of requests are grammatical (or pragmatic how Leech calls 
them) modifiers. Modifiers can be divided into internal and external. The distinction between 
them is not always clear-cut. While internal modifiers are syntactically included in the same 
utterance as the head act, external modifiers are rather loosely connected to it (Leech, 2014: 
160). In the case of requests, modifiers can increase the complexity and optionality factor. The 
function of internal modifiers is to soften the impact of the request on the hearer. Internal 
modifiers are (ibid., 160-171):  
a) Downtoners have the function to soften the directive force of the speech act. By 
including downtoners, the speaker can modulate the impact of the utterance on the 
addressee. Modal adverbs such as maybe, perhaps, possibly belong to this group.  
b) Politeness marker: please is almost necessary in nonsentential requests such as A 
document please.  
c) Deliberative opening is considered most polite on the pragmalinguistic politeness 
scale. Openings such as Would you mind, I wonder, Do you think, etc. belong to this 
group.  
d) Appreciative opening is used to make the addressee feel better about performing the 
request. An example of an appreciative opening would be: I’d appreciate it if you 
would make me a cup of tea.  
e) Past tense, especially in the progressive form, produces a tentative effect by which 
the speaker is trying to avoid any possible confrontation with the addressee, e.g. I was 
wondering if you could come by at noon? 
f) Tag questions can occur after imperatives or statements. The degree of the softening 
of the speech act with imperatives is, however, minimal. In American English, the tag 
question okay is more acceptable after an imperative.  
External modifiers are not part of the request itself, but can be added before or after the  
request utterance to make it more friendly or persuasive. External modifiers are apologies 
(Sorry, can you pass me the salt?), thanks (Can you move a bit, thanks.), and vocatives (Hey 
Sally, can you do this one?). They are loosely attached to the request and can stand on its own.  
 
3.2. Apologies  
 
 Searle (1979) places apologies in the group of expressives. Apart from apologies, other 
expressives include thanking, congratulating, welcoming, and condolences. According to 
Searle, the illocutionary point of expressives is to express the psychological state that is 
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specified in the sincerity condition in the utterance. Blum-Kulka and Olshtain note that 
apologies are quite different from requests, as the former one is always a pre-event act, and 
the latter one a post-event act. Requests are made either to cause or to change an event, while 
apologies are a result of an event which already took place. By apologizing, the speaker is 
expressing regret for violating a social norm. Apologies in Leech’s view (1983: 125) imply a 
transaction, an attempt to change the balance-sheet of the relation between the speaker and 
hearer.  
 There are three preconditions in order for an apology to take place (Blum-Kulka, 
Olshtain, 1984: 206):  
a) S did X or abstained from doing X (or is about to do it); 
b) X is perceived by S only, by H only, by both, or by a third party; 
c) X is perceived at least by one party as harmful and offending.  
For an apology to take place, the speaker has to be aware of all three preconditions and  
recognize the need to apologize in case an offense has been committed. Apologies are 
perceived as negative politeness, as they demonstrate respect rather than friendliness. Their 
main purpose is to redress face-threatening behavior and acknowledge the hearer’s need not to 
be imposed upon (Marquez-Reiter, 2000: 45).  
 Fraser (as cited in Popović, 2017: 39) proposes nine strategies that can be used in 
apologizing. It is important to mention that factors such as the situational context, 
psychological distance between the speaker and addressee, as well as the type of offense play 
a significant role in the choice of an appropriate strategy. The first four strategies are 
considered as direct, while the remaining five strategies are indirect:  
1) Announcing that you are apologizing: „I (hereby) apologize for... “ 
2) Stating one’s obligation to apologize: „I must apologize for... “ 
3) Offering to apologize: „I (hereby) offer my apology for... “ 
4) Requesting the hearer to accept an apology: „Please accept my apology for... “ 
5) Expressing regret for the offence: „I (truly/very much/so...) regret that I... “ 
6) Requesting forgiveness for the offence: „Pardon me for... “ 
7) Acknowledging responsibility for the offending act: „That was my fault. “ 
8) Promising forbearance from a similar offending act: „I promise you that that will 
never happen again. “ 
9) Offering redress: „Please let me pay for the damage I’ve done. “ 
On the other hand, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984: 206) recognize two basic forms of  
the linguistic realization of the act of apologizing:  
36 
 
a) The direct realization of an apology via an explicit illocutionary force indicating 
device (IFID). It implies the use of performative verbs such as sorry, apologize, regret, 
excuse, etc.  
b) The use of utterance which contains reference to one or more elements from a closed 
set of specified propositions. The apology can be done with or without an IFID.  
Furthermore, the apology act set, in addition to the IFID, can include additional four  
potential strategies: (1) an explanation or account, (2) an expression of the responsibility of 
the offence, (3) an offer or repair, and (4) a promise of forbearance. Another term for the IFID 
is head act, while the four potential strategies are called supporting moves. Moreover, the 
head act and strategy (1) are called general components of an apology, whereas strategies (2), 
(3) and (4) are specific components, whose occurrence depends on the situation (Leech, 2014: 
117).  
 Olshtain and Cohen (1983) distinguish five basic categories: two which are general 
and not dependent on the contextual constraints, and three that are situation specific. The two 
general strategies are the formulaic, routinized apology expressions and the expression of 
responsibility. The first strategy contains explicit, performative verbs, while the second 
strategy contains a set of substrategies relating to admissions of carelessness. The other three 
strategies are the explanation, the offer of repair, and the promise of forbearance, and all of 
them are situation specific (Olshtain, Cohen, 1990: 47). Olshtain’s and Cohen’s taxonomy is 
the most frequently used classification system. Marquez-Reiter (2000) used it in her case 
study of apologies in British English and Uruguayan Spanish. She found that British English 
shows a preference for the explicit expression of apology with the intensification of IFIDs and 
taking responsibility. 
 In written English, forms of apology that are oriented towards the speaker are found to 
be more common than others, e.g. I must apologize for… We are truly/really/sincerely sorry 
for…, as well as imperative forms softened with please, e.g. Please accept my apology. In 
Serbian/Montenegrin, forms such as Izvinjavamo se, Veoma nam je žao, seem to be prevalent, 
especially the form žao with intensifiers veoma, mnogo, neizmjerno, etc. (Mrdak-Mićović, 








4. Methodology  
 
4.1. Overview and Research Questions  
 
 This thesis is concerned with the comparison of politeness strategies used while 
performing requests and apologies in e-mails and text messages in two speech communities – 
English and Serbian/Montenegrin. Serbian and Montenegrin are treated as the same speech 
community as these languages were considered to be the same language until about a decade 
ago. Moreover, Montenegrin researchers (Mrdak-Mićović, 2014; Lakić, Živković, and 
Vuković, 2015) often use and refer to scientific work by Serbian researchers when analyzing 
Montenegrin language. I have chosen the speech acts of requests and apologies as these 
speech acts seem to be most frequently analyzed in cross-cultural communication due to them 
being more polite-sensitive. While requests pose threat to the hearer’s face, apologies, on the 
other hand, threaten the speaker’s face. The independent variables social power and level of 
imposition (in requests) are also taken into account. The third variable proposed by Brown 
and Levinson in their Model, social distance, is ruled out as it is found to overlap with social 
power. Moreover, Brown and Levinson’s framework is characterized as the best-known 
approach to politeness (Fraser, 1990; Watts, 2003) and is preferred in cross-cultural research 
as it provides efficient tools for the analysis of politeness strategies used in speech acts. For 
the reasons mentioned above, their framework will also be used in conducting the case study 
in the thesis.  
 The cross-cultural comparison of politeness strategies between two different speech 
communities has especially become popular by many researchers (Wierzbicka, 1991, 2003; 
Marquez-Reiter, 2000; Fukushima, 2003; Popović, 2017) in the last decades. One of the 
motives behind this study is that English is the most common second language learned in 
schools in Montenegro and Serbia. Another motive is that computer-mediated communication 
(CMC) has rapidly increased in the past years, making the exchange of e-mails and text 
messages a daily occurrence for the majority of people. The fact that misunderstandings 
frequently happen in written communication more often between non-native speakers has 
always drawn my attention. Therefore, the results of this study could help improve the 
understanding of the differences and similarities between English and Serbian/Montenegrin 
politeness, and eliminate possible misunderstandings and misinterpretations of e-mails and 
text messages sent by Serbian/Montenegrin native speakers in their second language that is 
English. Since English and Serbian/Montenegrin belong to two different language groups – 
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English being a West Germanic and Serbian/Montenegrin a Southern Slavic language, 
divergence in the realization of politeness strategies is anticipated.  
 The thesis is guided by the following main research question:  
RQ1. Do native English and Serbian/Montenegrin speakers use different politeness 
strategies in the same situational context when performing requests and apologies?  
Other research questions are:  
RQ2. Is there a relationship between the variables social power and absolute ranking 
of imposition and the choice of a politeness strategy in these cultures?  
RQ3. Do men and women use different politeness strategies in the same situational 
context?  
RQ4. Which CMC device (e-mail or text message) does each group of participants 
choose in a given situational context? 
Previous research has supported Brown and Levinson’s claim that higher social power is  
associated with less politeness (Falbo, Peplau, 1980; Baxter, 1984; Holtgraves, 1986; 
Holtgraves, Yang, 1990; Lim, Bowers, 1991; Leichty, Applegate, 1991 as cited in Culpeper, 
2011). Moreover, numerous previous studies have also generally agreed with the postulation 
that the greater imposition is associated with more politeness (ibid., 2011). 
 
4.2. Instrument  
 
 Discourse Completion Test (DCT) has been one of the most used and important 
research tools in pragmatics. It was first developed by Blum-Kulka (1982) to study speech act 
realization patterns of non-native and native Hebrew speakers and popularized by other 
authors who started using it as a research instrument for their studies (Blum-Kulka and 
Olshtain, 1984; Marquez-Reiter, 2000; Fukushima, 2003; Popović, 2017, etc.). The DCT has 
both advantages and disadvantages. One of the advantages is that it is possible to collect large 
amount of data by distributing questionnaires to a large number of subjects (Fukushima, 2003: 
139). Another advantage is that the researcher can manipulate the social variables important to 
the study. Moreover, this method allows easier comparison of data obtained in different 
cultures.  
On the other hand, the DCT has drawbacks as well. As Cohen (1996: 394) points out, 
DCT “did not elicit natural speech with respect to actual wording, range of formulas and 
strategies, length of responses, or number of conversational turns necessary to fulfill a 
function”. Furthermore, Beebe and Cummings argue that “DCT biases respondents towards 
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an answer that summarizes rather than elaborates and that responds definitely rather than 
hedges and negotiates (1996: 71). Overall, their findings legitimize the use of DCT for 
sociolinguistic purposes and indicate that native speakers are able to write stereotypical 
responses that reflect the values of the culture (ibid., 75).  
Generally, we distinguish between six types of DCTs (Parvaresh and Tavakoli, 2009: 366):  
a) Written Discourse Completion Task (WDCT), 
b) Multiple-Choice Discourse Completion Task (MDCT), 
c) Oral Discourse Completion Task (ODCT),  
d) Discourse Role-Play Task (DRPT),  
e) Discourse Self-Assessment Task (DSAT), 
f) Role-Play Self-Assessment (RPSA).  
The Multiple-Choice Discourse Completion Task (MDCT) in which participants are  
offered a choice of responses was used as a research tool for this study. The advantages of 
MDCT include easier control of the data obtained as it is confined to the offered choices and 
widening the participant’s selection by providing examples they might not have thought of at 
first (Fukushima, 2003: 141). Moreover, as the majority of criticism of DCTs centers around 
using written mode to elicit spoken data, these disadvantages are minimized in this study as it 
focuses specifically on written discourse, i.e. e-mails and text messages.  
 The MDCT, also referred to as Multiple-Choice Questionnaire, designed for the 
purposes of this study includes six hypothetical situations. Some of the situations have been 
taken and modified from the DCTs from other authors (Marquez-Reiter, 2000; Popović, 
2017), while others have been thought of by the author of this thesis. Clear instructions are 
given at the beginning of the questionnaire, and all situations are described in a clear and 
concise way.  
 The first three situations are those of the speech act of apology, and the remaining 
three requests. Four choices are provided for each situation, following Brown and Levinson’s 
politeness strategies as follows: 
1) Direct on-bold strategy,  
2) Positive politeness strategy,  
3) Negative politeness strategy,  
4) Indirect off-record strategy,  
Participants are asked to choose one strategy among four provided choices. Additionally, the 
possibility to provide their own examples in case they do not agree with the given choices is 
included as the fifth option.  
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 The social variables relative power and level of imposition (in requests) have been 
taken in account while compiling the questionnaire. The variable relative power varies in each 
of the situations: the respondent can be on the same level of relative power as the addressee 
(when communicating with a friend or a neighbor), the respondent can have a higher relative 
power level than the addressee (when communicating with a student or an intern), and the 
respondent can have a lower social power status than the addressee (when communication 
with a boss or a colleague). The variable social distance is not taken into account as it is often 
found to be overlapping with social power (Meyerhoff, 2006: 88).  
Participants were also asked to assess the level of imposition on a scale from 1 to 5 (1  
being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour) in the three situations where they were to 
perform the speech act of requesting. The goal is to determine if there are any difference in 
the two speech communities when it comes to assessing the level of imposition of requests 
depending on the relative power of the addressee.  
 Finally, the option between selecting the medium of communication (an e-mail or a 
text message) was given to the participants. Based on the situational context, relative power of 
the addressee, and level of imposition (in requests) participants were asked to select whether 
they would send an email or text message to the addressee. The goal is to determine if 
respondents from both speech communities have preference over one or the other CMC 
device given the situation and included social variables. 
 The demographic data included age, gender, and mother language of the participants. 
One of the goals is to establish whether men and women in both speech communities use 
different politeness strategies for the same situational context and confirm Lakoff’s claim that 
women opt for “politer” language.  
 
4.2. Participants  
 
 The questionnaires in both English and Serbian/Montenegrin were distributed in a 
form of an online questionnaire. The link of the questionnaire was either sent as a message to 
native speakers of both languages or posted online on Facebook groups (Polyglots, English 
Speakers, Survey Exchange) and the website SurveyCircle. Collecting data online proved to 
be a fast and efficient method. Participants could take as much time as they wanted to 
complete the questionnaire which was another advantage of online collection of data. 
Responses were collected in the period of two weeks thanks to the high response rate and later 
selected so only valid and fully completed questionnaires were taken into account.  
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 The final number of participants after the selection of responses was 106 which in total 
generated 636 answers. Out of the total number of participants, 53 are native speakers of 
Serbian/Montenegrin and 53 participants are native English speakers. The female population 
responded in a bigger number than the male population (67 female and 39 male). In 
percentage, 32.1% female and 17.9% male native speakers of Serbian/Montenegrin and 
31.1% female and 18.9% male native speakers of English participated in the case study. The 
main criteria were the native language and nationality of the participants. Only participants 
whose native language is either American or British English were taken into account as well 
as participants whose native language is Serbian/Montenegrin. Some questionnaires were 
discarded as they were partially completed or the native language of the participant was 
different from the languages that are in focus of the case study.   
 
 
Figure 1. The percentage of female and male native speakers of Serbian/Montenegrin and English who 
participated in the case study 
 
 Furthermore, participants were divided into four age groups (up to 20 years of age, 21-
30 years of age, 31-40 years of age, and 41 years of age and more). It is important to note that 
the research questions of this thesis are not age-oriented, however, the age range 21-30 
comprised the majority of participants for both age groups. Table 1 below provides details of 



















Age Range Serbian/Montenegrin English 
 Female Male Female Male 
Up to 20 years old  2 1 2 2 
21-30 years old  27 11 16 6 
31-40 years old  2 6 4 9 
Above 41 years old 3 1 11 3 
                   Table 1: Age Range of Female and Male Serbian/Montenegrin and English Participants  
 
  A pilot study was conducted on 10 participants (5 English native speakers and 5 
Serbian/Montenegrin native speakers) prior to the publishing of the questionnaire online in 
order to eliminate possible misunderstandings. The results obtained showed that participants 
did not had no difficulties understanding the instruction. Minimal changes had to be made to 





























5. Results and Discussion 
 
 The obtained data was processed in the SPSS Statistics v. 22 software, while the 
methods used for the analysis were the nonparametric Independent-Samples T Test also 
known as Mann-Whitney U Test and descriptive statistics. The questionnaire includes six 
situations in total and three combinations (higher, lower, and equal social ranking) for each 
speech act. Moreover, participants are offered a choice of sending either an e-mail or text 
message in each of the six situations. Politeness strategies are organized according to their 
level of directness, i.e. the first politeness strategy is the most direct one (on-bold), the second 
one is positive politeness, negative politeness is third, and the last and least direct strategy is 
the indirect strategy. Finally, the participants are offered the option to write their own answer 
if they do not agree with the already given choice. The organization of politeness strategies is 
shown in Figure 2.  
 
 
Figure 2. Organization of politeness strategies according to their level of directness 
 
5.1. The Speech Act of Apologizing and Equal Social Ranking  
 
 In the first situation, the participants were to write an apology for forgetting a get-
together with a close friend. The quantitative analysis shows that there is no difference in the 
use of politeness strategies between native English and Serbian/Montenegrin speakers in the 
situation of apologizing when the participants have equal social ranking (p=0.768).  
However, the individual analysis of questionnaires shows that English native speakers 
are more direct than Serbian/Montenegrin speakers. Serbian/Montenegrin speakers in most 
situations use the strategies of positive and negative politeness (Figure 3), while English 









Figure 3. The choice of politeness strategies and equal social ranking when apologizing (Serbian/Montenegrin)  
 
 






Serbian/Montenegrin speakers show the tendency to use positive politeness markers 
(exaggeration of concern for addressee, offer and repair, using questions tags) as well as 
negative politeness markers (žao mi je, ako mogu). On the other hand, English native 
speakers mostly use the direct strategy (not providing an explanation) or negative politeness 
markers. When it comes to the fourth choice (indirect strategy) only three native 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers opted for it, while none from native English speakers decided 
to use it.  
 Participants were offered the choice to provide their own example if they did not agree 
with the given options. The analysis of the sentences provided by two native 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers shows that they use positive politeness markers (providing an 
explanation, offering a repair, including both the speaker and the addressee in the apology, 
using a nickname). The following sentences were provided by the Serbian/Montenegrin 
participants: 
 
(1) Jebi ga Aleksa, zaboravih sinoć da dođem... hoćemo li noćas van, ja častim? 
 
(2) Ljubice, izvini molim te za juče, baš sam imala grozan dan. 
 
On the other hand, eight English participants decided to offer their own examples. The 
analysis shows that English native speakers use similar politeness markers as 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers. There were some differences found when it comes to English 
speakers, for example, one participant decided not to write but call the addressee, and another 
participant used an additional negative politeness marker – completely accepting the blame. 
The analysis also shows that more English speakers found the given choices incomplete and 
decided to offer their own examples in which they emphasized regret for the FTA, providing 
an explanation, and offering repairs and presents. 
 
(3) Hi Alex, I`m sorry I forgot about our meeting. Can we reschedule? 
 
(4) Hey Alex, I`m sorry I didn`t go to the meeting yesterday, it slipped my mind. How 
are you? 
 
(5) Hey Alex, I totally forgot about our meetup and I am so sorry! This is completely 




(6) Hi Alex I am sorry I missed our meeting. I was held up in an important meeting 
and it slipped my mind we had plans. Let`s meet up soon and I`ll buy you a drink 
to make up for it ok? 
 
(7) I wouldn`t write, I would call and apologise. 
 
(8) Hey Alex, I messed up and forgot the meeting. I’m sorry to have inconvenienced 
you. What can I do to make it up...my bad! 
 
(9) I look forward to seeing you at our meeting later today. 
 
(10) Hey, so sorry I forgot about meeting up yesterday! When are you free next? 
Coffee on me next time. 
 
When it comes to the choice of the CMC, all Serbian/Montenegrin participants with 
the exception of one chose text message as the preferred CMC, while the majority of English 
speakers also chose text message, with the exception of six participants who would send the 
addressee an e-mail. Therefore, there are no significant differences in the preference of the 
CMC between these two speech communities.  
 
5.1.1. Apologizing, Equal Social Ranking and Gender Differences  
 
 The data obtained shows that there is no difference in the choice of politeness 
strategies based on gender when both the speaker and addressee have equal social ranking in 
the situation when performing the speech act of apology (p=0.396). According to Lakoff 
(1975) women use politer language and avoid being direct, while men, on the contrary, use 
more dominant language. The results show that while the negative politeness strategy is 
preferred in both gender groups, 28.2% of male participants chose the direct strategy in 
contrast to only 14.9% female participants, which is almost twice as high as the response of 
females (see Figure 5). Therefore, the quantitative analysis rejects Lakoff’s claim that men 
and women use different language in the case of equal social ranking and apologizing, while 
qualitative analysis points out that men are slightly more direct than women.  
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Figure 5. Equal Social Ranking and Apologizing based on Gender 
 
5.2. The Speech Act of Apologizing and Lower Social Ranking 
 
 The second situation is when participants have to apologize to their boss for missing 
an important meeting. The quantitative analysis shows that there is no difference in the choice 
of strategies between Serbian/Montenegrin and English native speakers when the participant 
is in lower social ranking than the addressee (p=0.472). A vast majority of the participants in 
both groups opted for the choice of negative politeness strategy (see Figures 6 and 7). 
Therefore, the use of negative politeness markers (distancing oneself from the addressee, 
offering a formal apology, expressing a very polite request, e.g. If I could have a few minutes 
of your time tomorrow, could we meet then and discuss things?) is preferred in the situation of 
lower social ranking.  
 A closer analysis of the individual questionnaires filled out by Serbian/Montenegrin 
speakers revealed that participants mostly agree on the use of forms that suggest a higher 
degree of formality in communication (Najiskrenije mi je žao…) followed by a repair 
(positive politeness marker) and/or a polite request expressed formally. Only one participant 
stated that this situation could never happen to them, suggesting that the assessment of the 
severity of the offense is high. English native speakers also mostly agree on the combination 
of negative politeness strategies with elements of positive politeness (offering a repair, 
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speakers decided on the choice of positive politeness strategy in comparison to native 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers.  
The following sentences present examples provided by English speakers:  
 
(11) I am in hospital. The doctors tell me that I am past the worst and will survive, 
but I`m afraid I can`t come into the office for a few days. 
 
(12) I would sincerely like to apologize for missing our meeting today. When would 
be convenient for you for us to talk? 
 
(13) Dear Sir, I would like to apologize for missing out arranged meeting today. If 
possible, could I have a few minutes of your time when you are next available to 
discuss things? I am sorry for any inconvenience that this caused. Thank you.  
 
 
When providing their own examples, English speakers combine elements of positive 
and negative politeness. Negative politeness markers (use of modal hedges, indirect requests, 
titles “Sir”) and positive politeness markers (providing an explanation, offering a repair) are 
the most common politeness markers used by English natives. Only one participant decided to 
use the indirect strategy by providing only an explanation instead of a form of apology.  
When it comes to the choice of the CMC, the results show a slight difference between 
the two speech communities. Thirteen Serbian/Montenegrin participants (24.5%) would send 
their boss a text message in the provided situation context, while only five (9.4%) English 
speakers would choose the text message. The results suggest that while e-mail communication 
is the preferred CMC in both speech communities, Serbian/Montenegrin speakers show more 






Figure 6. The choice of politeness strategies and lower social ranking when apologizing (Serbian/Montenegrin)  
 
 






5.2.1. Apologizing, Lower Social Ranking and Gender Differences 
 
 The data obtained shows that there is no difference in the choice of politeness 
strategies based on gender when the participants have to perform the speech act of apology to 
an addressee of higher social rank (p=0.437). Both groups predominantly choose the negative 
politeness strategy (see Figure 8).  
 
Figure 8. Equal Social Ranking and Apologizing based on Gender 
 
5.3. The Speech Act of Apologizing and Higher Social Ranking 
 
 Situation 3, in which participants are in the role of a professor and have to apologize to 
a student for not grading their paper as promised, represents the situational context in which 
the participants have higher social ranking than the addressee. The quantitative analysis 
indicates that there is no difference between Serbian/Montenegrin and English speakers in a 
situation of higher social ranking and the speech act of apologizing (p=0.084). Speakers of 
Serbian/Montenegrin mostly use positive politeness strategy, while English speakers use 
combination of positive and negative politeness strategy (see Figures 9 and 10).  
 The individual analysis of completed questionnaires shows that Serbian/Montenegrin 
speakers mostly use positive politeness strategy with a few elements of negative politeness. 
The language used is informal with positive politeness markers (establishing a common 
ground, providing an explanation, redressive action). This suggests that Serbian/Montenegrin 
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Figure 9. The choice of politeness strategies and higher social ranking when apologizing (Serbian/Montenegrin)  
 
 
Figure 10. The choice of politeness strategies and higher social ranking when apologizing (English) 
 
 On the other hand, English participants use the negative politeness strategy almost as 
equally as the positive strategy. The negative politeness markers include the formal, explicit 
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form I apologize and passive forms (Your paper hasn’t been graded yet). The results also 
show that English speakers are slightly more direct than Serbian/Montenegrin speakers. 
Therefore, English participants believe that they should not explain themselves for not 
grading the paper as it does not go hand in hand with the professor position and they tend to 
keep the professor-student distance more than Serbian/Montenegrin speakers.  
 While none of the Serbian/Montenegrin participants provided their own examples in 
this situation, English participants gave the following answers:  
 
(14) I know that I promised to read and grade your paper, but I didn`t get to it 
today. I will do my very best to get it to you by tomorrow. 
 
(15) Dear {Student’s name}, as it is nearing the end of the semester, I have been a 
little busier than previously anticipated, therefore, I have not had time to look at 
your paper today. I will send it to you tomorrow. I am sorry for the delay. 
 
(16) I apologise for not marking your paper yet but I currently have a lot of work. I 
will mark it and send it to you as soon as possible. 
 
(17) I`m sorry, I haven`t gotten to it yet. I will finish it by (insert specific day and 
time.) 
 
 The analysis of the provided answers indicates that English speakers use a variation in 
the use of apologetic forms – from the formal, explicit form I apologize to the form 
expressing regret I’m sorry. These forms are followed by elements of positive politeness 
(promising to grade the paper as soon as possible).  
 When it comes to the choice of the CMC, the results indicate that there is no difference 
between Serbian/Montenegrin and English speech community. The majority of participants 
chose e-mail communication as the preferred CMC (with the exception of four 
Serbian/Montenegrin, and five English participants who chose text message as the preferred 
CMC).  
 




 The data obtained shows that there is no difference in the choice of politeness 
strategies based on gender when the participants have to perform the speech act of apology to 
an addressee of higher social rank (p=0.438). Both groups predominantly choose the positive 
politeness strategy (see Figure 11). 
 
Figure 11. Higher Social Ranking and Apologizing based on Gender 
 
5.4. The Act of Requesting and Equal Social Ranking  
 
 Situation 4, in which the participants are performing the speech act of requesting a 
lawn mower from their neighbour, represents the situational context where participants have 
equal social ranking. The quantitative analysis shows that there is no difference between 
Serbian/Montenegrin and English speech communities when participants are of equal social 
ranking and perform the speech act of requesting (p=0.852). Speakers of both languages use 
the combination of positive and negative politeness strategy (see Figures 12 and 13). The 
results do not support Brown and Levinson’s claim that speakers are more polite with people 
who they do not know well, and more direct when addressing friends, family, neighbours, etc. 
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). On the contrary, none of the participants from either speech 
group opted for the direct strategy, and only a few chose the indirect strategy. The majority of 
participants in both groups decided on the positive politeness strategy with negative politeness 
elements. Moreover, participants opted for a question (Will you lend me your lawnmower?) 
which gives the addressee more freedom than the direct, imperative from (Lend me your 
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 Sentences that were provided by both Serbian/Montenegrin and English native 
speakers show that participants mostly form the request with the assumption that the 
addressee will not agree with it. Therefore, they use more polite forms (combinations of 
indirect and negative politeness). The following sentence is the example provided by a 
Serbian/Montenegrin native speaker. It has a degree of hesitancy followed by an explanation 
and justification of the need to perform the request: 
 
(18) Ćao Marko, kako si, šta radiš? Možeš li mi molim te pozajmiti tvoju kosilicu 
kako bih pokosila travnjak, moja se iznenada pokvarila, vratila bih ti je odmah čim 
završim? 
 
Native English speakers provided their own following sentences:  
 
(19) Hey Mark, I was wondering if you would please let me borrow your 
lawnmower? Mine suddenly stopped working. 
 
(20) Hi Mark. How are you doing? My lawnmower stopped working, and I have 
some guests arriving. Can I please borrow yours? 
 
(21) Hi Mark, my lawnmower broke down and I have some people coming over 
tomorrow. Do you think I could perhaps borrow your lawnmower please? 
 
(22) Hi Mark, can I borrow your lawnmower? 
 
(23) Dear Mark, we are having guests and my lawnmower just broke. Is it possible 
for me to borrow yours this one time until mine is repaired? 
 
When it comes to the level of imposition of the request the participants assessed (on a 
scale from 1 to 5 (1 being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour), most 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers assessed the favour either as a 2 (26.4%), or a 3 (37.3%), while 
native English speakers equally assessed the level of imposition of the request as a 2 (37.7%) 
or a 3 (37.7%). The results indicate that the level of imposition had a greater influence over 
the choice of a politeness strategy rather than the social power of the speaker and the 
addressee.  
The preferred CMC in both speech communities is text message. While all 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers would send a text message, only five English speakers opted 




Figure 12. The choice of politeness strategies and equal social ranking when requesting (Serbian/Montenegrin)  
 
 
Figure 13. The choice of politeness strategies and equal social ranking when requesting (English) 
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5.4.1. Requesting, Equal Social Ranking and Gender Differences 
 
 In the situation when participants are making a request to an addressee of equal social 
ranking, the conclusion reached is that there is no difference between male and female 
participants (p=0.947). Both groups combine elements of positive and negative politeness (see 
Figure 14). It is interesting to note that the results of both groups are almost identical.  
 
 
Figure 14. Equal Social Ranking and Requesting based on Gender 
 
5.5. The Act of Requesting and Lower Social Ranking 
 
 The fifth situation, in which participants are to make a request to a colleague who is 
the head of the IT department to come after office hours and fix their broken computer so they 
can finish an important project, represents the situation in which the participant has lower 
social ranking. The quantitative analysis shows that there is no difference between 
Serbian/Montenegrin and English speakers when performing a request in the position of lower 
social ranking (p=0.397). Both groups opted mostly for the negative strategy in combination 
with the positive politeness strategy (see Figures 15 and 16).  
 Two Serbian/Montenegrin and one English participant chose the direct strategy, which 
is the least desirable politeness strategy when performing a speech act that threatens the 
addressee’s face. Moreover, while one Serbian/Montenegrin participant opted for the indirect 
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strategy suitable for this situational context. One English participant provided the following 
example, which is a combination of negative and positive politeness strategies: 
 
(24) Hi Anna. I am terribly sorry to bother you at this hour, however, my computer 
crashed, and I have a deadline to meet on a project. If you are available, can you 
please help me to fix it? I would really appreciate it. 
 
When it comes to the level of imposition of the request the participants assessed (on a scale 
from 1 to 5 (1 being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour), most Serbian/Montenegrin 
speakers assessed the favour either as a 4 (32.1%) or a 5 (35.8%) as well as English native 
speakers who mostly chose a 4 (30.2%) or a 5 (32.1%). The results show that 
Serbian/Montenegrin participants find the favour slightly bigger than English participants. 
Moreover, the level of imposition of the request influenced the use of a more formal and 
distancing strategy. 
 




Figure 16. The choice of politeness strategies and lower social ranking when requesting (English) 
 
  The choice of the CMC differs in the two speech communities. While the preferred 
CMC device among Serbian/Montenegrin speakers is text message (94.3%), English 
participants prefer e-mail communication in this situational context (54.8%). The results show 
that English participants prefer the more formal CMC device when communicating to a 
colleague outside office hours, Serbian/Montenegrin speakers show the tendency to use the 
more informal device such as a text message, regardless of the social ranking and level of 
imposition. 
 
5.5.1. Requesting, Lower Social Ranking and Gender Differences 
 
 The results show that there is no difference between male and female participants 
when they are making a request in the situation of lower social ranking (p=0.346). Both 
groups use a combination of positive politeness and predominantly negative politeness 
strategy (see Figure 17). A small number of male participants decided for the direct (on-bold) 




Figure 17. Lower Social Ranking and Requesting based on Gender 
 
5.6. The Act of Requesting and Higher Social Ranking 
 Situation 6, in which participants are in the role of a manager who asks their intern to 
finish entering some data instead of them, represents the situation in participants have higher 
social ranking when performing the speech act requesting. The quantitative analysis shows 
that there is a difference between Serbian/Montenegrin and English native speakers when 
performing a request in the position of higher social ranking (p=0.038). While both groups 
mostly opted for the negative politeness strategy, Serbian/Montenegrin participants were 
leaning towards the use of direct politeness strategies, while English participants preferred the 
indirect strategy (see Figures 18 and 19). 
 A closer look into the participants’ individual questionnaires showed that 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers were slightly more direct than English speakers. In total, 
15.1% of Serbian/Montenegrin participants decided on the direct strategy, which is the least 
desirable strategy in forming requests. On the other hand, along with the negative politeness 
strategy, English participants opted for the indirect strategy, while only one 
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Moreover, one participant (English group) decided not to do the FTA: 
 
(25) I would finish the data myself unless I had something else to do: 
 
The following example was provided by a native Serbian/Montenegrin participant:  
 
(26) Suzana, da li bi mogla molim te da mi pomogneš oko unošenja ovih podataka, 
mnogo sam umorna i ne mogu sama, značila bi mi tvoja pomoć. 
 
One English participant provided a similar example: 
 
(27) Hi Susan, I have some data that needs entering into a programme, would you 
mind helping me to finish entering the data, I could really use the help. Thank you. 
 
 When it comes to the level of imposition of the request the participants assessed on a 
scale from 1 to 5 (1 being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour), the results show that 
there is a difference between Serbian/Montenegrin and English participants. Most 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers assessed the favour as a 3 (40%) or a 5 (22.6%), while English 
speakers assessed the level of imposition almost equally between a 1 (24.5%), a 2 (28.3%), or 
a 3 (34%). It is interesting to note that while Serbian/Montenegrin speakers assessed the level 
of imposition as higher than English participants, they still decided for a direct strategy unlike 
English participants who assessed the favour as smaller. The results show that the social 
power ranking and level of imposition did not influence the choice of the politeness strategies 
in neither of the speech communities.  
 The choice of the CMC device differs in the two speech communities. The qualitative 
analysis shows that the preferred CMC device among Serbian/Montenegrin participants is text 
messaging (78.2%), while the majority of English participants chooses e-mail communication 
(94.9%). Therefore, in the situation where participants have a higher social ranking from the 
addressee, English participants prefer the formal mean of communication, that is e-mail, 
while Serbian/Montenegrin participants opt for the more informal device, that is text 
messaging. 
 
5.6.1. Requesting, Higher Social Ranking and Gender Differences 
 
 In position of higher social ranking and making a request, the results indicate that 
there is no difference between male and female participants (p=0.430). In most cases, both 
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groups opted for elements of the direct strategy and negative politeness (see Figure 20). Male 
participants were slightly more direct and used elements of positive politeness in a higher 
degree than female participants who mostly decided for the negative strategy.  
 
Figure 20. Higher Social Ranking and Requesting based on Gender 
 
5.7. Discussion  
 
 Even though Serbian/Montenegrin and English belong to two different language 
groups, the evaluation of the questionnaires and data obtained show that there is no significant 
difference in how politeness is perceived in these two speech communities. Participants from 
both groups predominantly chose positive and negative politeness strategies, and when 
providing their own examples, all participants produced sentences with elements of the 
positive and negative strategies.  
The combination of positive and negative politeness strategies used by participants 
proves that the five politeness strategies proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987) are not 
clear-cut and involve crossovers. Therefore, the stance of authors who argue that the 
politeness strategies are not mutually exclusive is accepted (Baxter, 1984; Harris, 1984). It is 
also important to note that Brown and Levinson accepted this view and recognized that they 
have set three super-strategies (positive politeness, negative politeness, off-record) in error.  
The indirect strategy proved as not popular neither among Serbian/Montenegrin nor 
English participants. Blum-Kulka (1985) found that the highest level of politeness was 










Direct Strategy Positive Politeness Negative Politeness Indirect Strategy Own Choice




in form of statements can be considered rather rude as they can indirectly imply an 
accusation. The conventionally indirect level (i.e. indirect speech acts) has proved to be more 
polite than the nonconventional indirect level (hints). The nonconventional indirect level has 
been slightly more popular among the male than female population of this study.  
In only one out of the six situations did the quantitative analysis find a difference in 
the choice of politeness strategies between Serbian/Montenegrin and English participants. The 
quantitative analysis of the situation in which participants are to make a request in the 
position of higher social ranking has indicated differences in the use of politeness strategies 
between English and Serbian/Montenegrin speech communities (p=0.038). English 
participants are inclined to use indirect strategies, while Serbian/Montenegrin participants 
opted for the direct politeness strategies.  
Moreover, the qualitative analysis of individual questionnaires has found several other 
differences in the following two situational contexts. When apologizing to a close friend 
(equal social ranking) English participants mostly use the direct strategy and negative 
politeness, while Serbian/Montenegrin speakers use combination of positive and negative 
politeness. The direct politeness strategy is desirable only in urgent situations, when the 
speaker is superior in power than the hearer, or in situations that are beneficial for the hearer 
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). None of these conditions have been satisfied in the provided 
situational context, so the direct strategy is not desirable in the given situation. The results of 
the English participants do, however, support Brown and Levinson’s claim that the level of 
politeness increases with social distance, or that people who are socially distant are more 
polite to each other than when they are close to each other.  
The second situation where Serbian/Montenegrin and English participants slightly 
differ is in case of higher social ranking and offering of an apology. English participants 
mostly use negative politeness, which is characterized by distancing and formality, while 
Serbian/Montenegrin participants use positive politeness in combination with negative 
elements. The results show that English participants are more sensitive to the social 
power/distance variable in this situation and insist on maintaining the professor-student 
distance by using the more specific and formal politeness strategy.  
 Serbian/Montenegrin and English participants assessed the level of imposition almost 
equally in two out of three situations when they had to make a request. In situation of equal 
and social ranking, both groups marked the level of imposition as either a 2 or a 3 (on a 1 to 5 
scale), while in case of lower social ranking the level of imposition was assessed as a 4 or a 5. 
The results prove that there is a relationship between the variables social power, level of 
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imposition and the choice of politeness strategies. When participants have equal social 
ranking, the level of imposition of the request is usually assessed on the lower part of the 
scale. On the other hand, when participants are making a request in position of lower social 
ranking, the level of imposition of the request is assessed higher. Hence, the level of the 
imposition of the request increases with the increase of social power. Finally, a difference 
between the Serbian/Montenegrin and the English group was found in the situation when the 
participant has higher social ranking. The English participants generally assessed the level of 
imposition as a 1 or a 2, while the Serbian/Montenegrin group assessed it as a 3 or a 5. 
However, it is interesting that the assessment of the level of imposition did not influence the 
choice of the politeness strategy. Even though the English group generally assessed the favour 
as small, they still decided on the negative politeness strategy. On the other hand, 
Serbian/Montenegrin participants generally assessed the favour as big, but used either 
negative politeness or the direct (on-bold) strategy.  
 Lakoff (1975) argues that women are altogether more polite than men and use 
language that is oriented towards the avoidance of conflict. Unlike men, who use more direct 
language, women mostly use language that expresses hesitation on the speaker’s part, such as 
tag-questions. The results show that there is no difference between male and female 
participants in the choice of politeness strategies. Male participants were slightly more direct 
only in the case of equal social ranking and the speech act of apologizing. The responses in 
the rest of the situations were almost equal between the genders. Therefore, Lakoff’s claim 
that women use politer language than men is dismissed in this study.  
 The two speech groups do not differ significantly in the choice of a CMC device. The 
Serbian/Montenegrin and English group agreed on the most preferred form of communication 
in four out of six cases. The general conclusion is that Serbian/Montenegrin participants are 
prone to using the informal type of communication (text message) in comparison with English 
participants who prefer e-mail as the CMC device. Most differences are found in the last two 
situations, where participants are making a request in lower and higher social ranking 
position. While Serbian/Montenegrin participants would mostly send a text message, English 
participants predominantly chose e-mail. The study shows that English speakers are more 
sensitive to using informal type of communication when communicating with their colleagues 
from work while Serbian/Montenegrin speakers prefer text message as a CMC device 





6. Conclusion  
  
 This thesis researched the similarities and differences in realization of politeness 
strategies in written correspondence, in particular the realization of requests and apologies, in 
Serbian/Montenegrin and English (American and British) speech communities. The data was 
obtained through the distribution of two identical questionnaires, one in Serbian/Montenegrin 
and the other in English, to native speakers of both languages. Based on the analysis of the 
data, it was concluded that there are no significant differences in how politeness is perceived 
in the two speech communities. Both groups mostly use combinations of positive and 
negative politeness, proving that politeness strategies are not clear-cut categories.  
 Quantitative analysis found that the two groups differed in one out of six situations. 
Qualitative analysis also found that English participants are more direct in the situation of 
equal social ranking and the act of apologizing, while Serbian/Montenegrin speakers prefer 
positive politeness when offering an apology in the situation when they have higher social 
power. The nonconventional indirect strategy proved popular in neither of the two languages 
and participants mostly avoided using it. 
 The results also show that the variables social power and level of imposition influence 
the choice of politeness strategies. Both groups mostly use positive politeness if the social 
power between the participants is equal, and negative politeness if they are on a higher or 
lower social ranking compared to the addressee. It is interesting to note that the level of 
directness did not increase with higher social power as stated by Brown and Levinson (1987). 
 Gender differences as anticipated by Lakoff (1975) were not found between male and 
female participants of this study. The preferred politeness strategies among both male and 
female speakers are positive and negative politeness. Men were slightly more direct than 
women in one out of the six situations from the questionnaire. Therefore, gender does 
determine the realization of politeness strategies.  
 Computer-mediated communication has increased during the past years and has 
become an ordinary part of people’s lives. One of the goals of this study was to determine the 
preferred CMC devices and potential differences in the use of e-mails and text messages 
between Serbian/Montenegrin and English participants. The results show that 
Serbian/Montenegrin speakers lean toward the use of text messages, while English speakers 
favor formal means of communication, i.e. e-mails. Therefore, English speakers are more 
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Appendix A  
 
The questionnaire in Serbian/Montenegrin  
 
Ovaj upitnik ima za cilj ispitavanje strategija učtivosti prilikom pisanja elektronske pošte i 
sms poruka u dvije veoma različite jezičke zajednice, a svi prikupljeni odgovori će se koristiti 
isključivo za potrebe izrade magistarske teze. Kako bi se studija uspješno zaključila, veoma je 
važno da što iskrenije odgovorite na sva postavljena pitanje a Vaša anononimnost će biti u 
potpunosti zagarantovana.  
Hvala na saradnji i izdvojenom vremenu!  
Pol:        M             Ž 
Maternji jezik: _______________________ 
Kojoj starosnoj grupi pripadate? Do 20 godina starosti  
                                          21-30 godina starosti 
                                   31-40 godina starosti 
                                              41 godina starosti ili više   
                                  40 ili starije   
 
 
Molim Vas da pročitate svaku situaciju pažljivo i izaberete jedan od odgovora bez 
previše razmišljanja, onako kako mislite da bi Vi sami odgovorili. Ukoliko ne 
izabere nijedan od ponuđenih odgovora, na praznu liniju upišite Vaš odgovor.  
 
1. Zaboravili ste da odete ne dogovoreno druženje sa Aleksom, jednim od Vaših najboljih 
prijatelja. Sledeći dan mu pišete da se izvinete.   
 
a) Ćao Aleksa, zaboravio/la sam na naše druženje, izvini.  
b) Ej Aleksa, jesi ljut drugar? Izvini što sam zaboravio/la na naše druženje juče. 
Hajde da se vidimo ovih dana, ok?  
c) Žao mi je što nisam došao na dogovoreno druženje. Hoću da se iskupim nekako, 
ako mogu.  
d) Ćao Aleksa, juče je bio tako haotičan dan za mene. Čovek jednostavno ne stigne 
da uradi sve što je zamislio… 
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e) Ukoliko Vaš odgovor nije nijedan od ponuđenih, navedite šta biste rekli: 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Šta biste mu poslali?   E-MAIL         SMS PORUKU 
 
 
2. Zaboravili ste na veoma važan sastanak sa direktorom u kancelariji. Pišete mu kasnije 
u toku dana da se izvinite.  
 
a) Izvinite. Zaboravio/la sam na sastanak.  
b) Stvarno mi je žao što sam propustio/la sastanak danas. Možemo li se videti 
sutra?  
c) Najiskrenije mi je žao što sam propustio/la sastanak danas. Da li biste imali par 
minuta sutra da se sastanemo da Vam sve objasnim?  
d) Znam da sam propustio/la sastanak danas, ali sam imao/la previse obaveza i 
izgubio/la sam pojam o vremenu.  
e) Ukoliko Vaš odgovor nije nijedan od ponuđenih, navedite šta biste rekli: 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Šta biste mu poslali?   E-MAIL         SMS PORUKU 
 
 
3. Vi ste profesor na univerzitetu i obećali ste da ćete pregledati i oceniti rad jednog 
studenta, međutim niste stigli da to uradite. Student vam se obrati da pita da li ste 
pregledali rad, a Vi mu odgovorite:  
 
a) Nisam stigao/la da Vam pregledam rad.  
b) Kolega/koleginice, znam da sam obećao/la da Vam pregledam rad, ali danas 
nisam imao/la vremena. Dobićete ocenu sutra.  
c) Izvinjavam se, ali Vaš rad još uvijek nije pregledan.  
d) Bliži se kraj semestra i nemoguće je pregledati toliko radova za tako kratko 
vrijeme.  




Šta biste mu poslali?   E-MAIL         SMS PORUKU 
 
4. Hoćete da pokosite travnjak, međutim vam se kosilica pokvari. Odlučite da pitate 
komšiju Marka, sa kojim ste u prijateljskim odnosima, da Vam pozajmi njegovu.  
 
a) Marko, pozajmi mi molim te tvoju kosilicu. 
b) Ćao Marko, kako si? Možeš li mi pozajmiti tvoju kosilicu? Vratiću je nazad za 
par sati. 
c) Marko, da li bi mogao da mi pozajmiš kosilicu, ako ti sada ne treba?  
d) Ćao, stvarno bih trebao pokositi travnjak, međutim kosilica mi se pokvarila. 
Trebao bih je pozajmiti od nekoga, prije nego što mi dođu gosti.  
e) Ukoliko Vaš odgovor nije nijedan od ponuđenih, navedite šta biste rekli: 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Šta biste mu poslali?   E-MAIL         SMS PORUKU 
 
Na skali od 1 do 5 (gdje je 1 najmanji a 5 najveći stepen usluge) izaberite broj koji označava 
stepen usluge koju mislite da tražite od sagovornika/ce: 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
5. Ostali ste poslije posla u kancelariji da završite važan projekat. Pokvari vam se 
računar i treba Vam Ana, koleginica sa posla, da dođe nazad u kancelariju i popravi 
računar.  
 
a) Ćao Ana, molim te dođi u kancelariju da mi popraviš računar.  
b) Čao Ana, izvini na smetnji. Računar mi se pokvario i trebao/la bih tvoju 
pomoć. Možeš li molim te da dođeš u kancelariju i popraviš ga?  
c) Ana, stvarno mi je žao ako smetam, ali računar mi se pokvario i stvarno bih 
trebao/la da završim ovaj projekat. Da li bi možda mogla doći u kancelariju da 
mi pomogneš? 
d) Ćao, još uvijek sam u kancelariji radeći na projektu i računar mi se pokvario. 
Stvarno bih trebao/la ovo završiti večeras… 




Šta biste joj poslali?   E-MAIL         SMS PORUKU 
 
Na skali od 1 do 5 (gdje je 1 najmanji a 5 najveći stepen usluge) izaberite broj koji označava 
stepen usluge koju mislite da tražite od sagovornika/ce: 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
6. Unosite podatke u jedan program već satima. Vi ste šef/ica i hoćete da pitate 
stažistkinju, Suzanu, da završi unošenje podataka.  
 
a) Suzana, dođi da mi pomogneš, molim te.  
b) Ćao Suzana, baš sam umoran/na od unošenja ovih podataka. Hajde dođi da mi 
pomogneš da završim ovo, hoćeš?  
c) Suzana, da li bi mogla da mi pomogneš sa unošenjem podataka, ako nisi 
mnogo umorna? 
d) Ovo unošenje podataka je previse posla za mene. Trebao/la bih malo pomoći.  
e) Ukoliko Vaš odgovor nije nijedan od ponuđenih, navedite šta biste rekli: 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Šta biste joj poslali?   E-MAIL         SMS PORUKU 
 
Na skali od 1 do 5 (gdje je 1 najmanji a 5 najveći stepen usluge) izaberite broj koji označava 
stepen usluge koju mislite da tražite od sagovornika/ce: 













Appendix B  
 
The questionnaire in English  
 
This questionnaire has been created as part of research of a master’s thesis, and the data 
collected will be used for this purpose only. The goal of this questionnaire is to get a better 
insight into politeness strategies used in e-mails and text messages in two different speech 
communities. You will remain completely anonymous, do not worry! Your completion of this 
questionnaire will contribute to the successful finalization of the study.  
I personally want to thank you for your time invested in completing this questionnaire!  
 
Gender       M        F 
 
Mother tongue _______________________ 
 





What is your age range?  Up to 20 years of age 
                              21-30 years of age 
                              31-40 years of age 
                                         41 years of age or more 
 
 
Please read each situation carefully and select your answer without spending much time 
thinking about it, respond as naturally as possible. In case your answer is none of the 





1. You forget a get-together with one of your close friends, Alex. You write to him to 
apologize the next day.  
 
a) Hi Alex, I’m sorry I forgot about our meeting.  
b) Hey Alex, are you angry buddy? I’m so sorry I forgot our meeting yesterday. Let’s 
meet sometime soon, okay?  
c) I’m sorry I didn’t come when we agreed. I would like to make it up to you if it is 
possible.  
d) Hey, yesterday was a very busy day for me. We can’t always remember everything, 
can we?  
e) If your answer is none of the above, please write your reply below: 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you send to him in this situation?     AN EMAIL       A TEXT MESSAGE  
 
2. You completely forget a crucial meeting at the office with your boss. You write him 
message later on in the day. 
 
a) I apologize that I forgot about the meeting.  
b) I am really sorry that I missed our meeting today. Can we meet tomorrow?  
c) I would sincerely like to apologize about missing our meeting today. If I could have a 
few minutes of your time tomorrow, could we meet then and discuss things?  
d) I know I missed the meeting today, but the day was hectic and I lost track of time. 
e) If your answer is none of the above, please write your reply below: 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you send to him in this situation?     AN EMAIL       A TEXT MESSAGE  
 
3. You are a university professor and you promised one of your students that you would 
check and grade his paper, but you do not manage to. He writes to you to ask if you 
have read the paper, and you reply the following:  
 
a) I haven’t had time to do it yet.  
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b) I know that I promised to read and grade your paper, but I didn’t have enough time 
today. I will send it to you tomorrow, ok?  
c) I apologize, but your paper has not been graded yet.  
d) It is almost the end of the semester and I have to examine so many papers in a short 
space of time.  
e) If your answer is none of the above, please write your reply below: 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you send to him in this situation?     AN EMAIL       A TEXT MESSAGE  
 
4. You want to mow the lawn, but your lawnmower stopped working. You ask your 
neighbour Mark, with whom you get along quite well, if he can lend you his.  
 
a) Mark, lend me your lawnmower, please.  
b) Hey Mark, how are you? Will you lend me your lawnmower? I’ll give it back in a 
few hours. 
c) Could I please borrow your lawnmower if you don’t need it now?  
d) Hey, I really need to mow my lawn but my lawnmower stopped working. I need to 
borrow it from someone before my guests arrive.  
e) If your answer is none of the above, please write your reply below: 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you send to him in this situation?     AN EMAIL       A TEXT MESSAGE  
 
On a scale from 1 to 5 (1 being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour) please select how 
big you think the favour you are asking for is:  
1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
5. You are at work working on an important project after office hours. Your computer 
crashes down and you need Ana, a colleague from the IT department, to come to the 
office and fix it.  
 
a) Hi Ana, please come to the office to fix my computer.  
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b) Hey Ana, sorry to bother you, but my computer crashed down and I need you to fix it. 
Can you please come to the office and help me?  
c) Ana, I am terribly sorry to bother you at this hour, however, my computer crashed and 
I really need to finish a project. Could you possibly come to the office to fix it? 
d) Hi, I am at the office working on a project and my computer crashed. I need to finish 
this tonight… 
e)  If your answer is none of the above, please write your reply below: 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you send to her in this situation?     AN EMAIL       A TEXT MESSAGE  
 
On a scale from 1 to 5 (1 being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour) please select how 
big you think the favour you are asking for is:  
1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
6. You have been entering data in some program for hours. You are the manager and you 
want to ask an intern, Susan, to finish entering the data for you.   
 
a) Susan, come to help me with something please.  
b) Hi Susan, I’m so tired from entering this data in the program. Can you please 
come and help me finish this?  
c) Susan, would you mind helping me with something if you’re not busy?  
d) I have a lot of work entering this data in the program. I would really use some 
help. 
e) If your answer is none of the above, please write your reply below: 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you send to her in this situation?     AN EMAIL       A TEXT MESSAGE  
 
On a scale from 1 to 5 (1 being the smallest and 5 being the biggest favour) please select how 
big you think the favour you are asking for is:  
1 2 3 4 5 
